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Abstract 
Clinical studies have demonstrated that children of parents with personality 
disorders are more likely to develop psychiatric disorders themselves if the 
personality disorder is characterised by hostility. Being raised by a parent who is 
perceived to exhibit traits akin to that of narcissistic personality disorder, often leaves 
Adult Children Of (perceived) Narcissistic parents (ACONs) without opportunities to 
narrate their stories and voice their perspectives. In search of these opportunities, 
some of them turn to social media and develop ACON communities online. The 
current study aims to explore the purpose of autobiographical online blogging for 
authors who self-identify as ACON. Thematic analysis reported here examined 167 
autobiographical blog entries from 5 websites written by 21 ACON authors, which 
are available in public access websites in English. The data included additional blog 
post responses to these posts. The analysis revealed four main themes that ACONs 
were blogging about: revealing their adversity, venting about their difficult 
relationships, rethinking their identity and pursuing their healing.  The analysis 
suggests that ACONs use online blogs to dissect and reconstruct their narratives into 
a framework that allows understanding of the narcissistic family system. This is done 
within the safe confines of the narrative sandbox to facilitate developmental growth, 
particularly in relation to the ACON identity. Drawing upon these findings, it is 
suggested that blogs can be used effectively by ACONs as a support to formal 
therapy, to facilitate and reinforce their personal growth and healing. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
The current study focuses on the experiences of Adult Children of perceived 
Narcissistic parents (ACONs). Research about personality disorders has been divided 
in the DSM-V into spectrums referred to as Axes. Traits such as those associated 
with any of the personality disorders on the Axis B spectrum, including Borderline, 
Narcissistic, Histrionic and Antisocial Personality Disorders, indicate high and global 
levels of psychopathology. Research indicates that there are clear differences in the 
behavioural presentation of parents with different types of personality disorder. The 
current research focuses on narcissistic traits, which are characterised by 
manipulative behaviour, underlying hostility and delusional worldviews (APA, 2013; 
Krajco, 2007; Mc Laren, 2015). These traits may lead to multiple relationship issues 
and possible psychological damage of the non-narcissistic individuals cohabiting 
with the perceived or diagnosed narcissist (Krajco, 2007; Louis De Cannonville, 
2011; Leventhal, 1994; Mc Lauren, 2011).  
  Despite well over 350 000 studies on Narcissistic Personality Disorder in 
English currently being available, there is scant research about adult children of 
parents with high numbers of narcissistic traits, and their experiences of being raised 
by such parents. In lieu of finding expression through scientific studies and 
intervention literature, these individuals, raised by a parent or parents who exhibit the 
traits of a narcissistic personality, have increasingly found ways of voicing their 
experiences in virtual communities. Whilst prevalent, this form of self-expression 
and support seeking via the internet is a phenomenon which has been little explored. 
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Via social media, ACONs indicate that they consider themselves to have experienced 
a unique set of abuse factors in their upbringing. It is not clear in what way the 
experiences of ACONs differ from those in domestic or family violence situations, or 
to those with borderline parents or alcoholic parents, yet is it shown that in virtual 
and real communities ACONs identify themselves as separate to these other groups. 
Furthermore, self-identified ACONs are using social media to create online 
communities as large as 2000 members (Yahoo Groups 2014-2016).   
 By utilising the online blogs used by self-identified ACONs to communicate 
publicly about their experiences it is hoped that the current explorative study can 
contribute to the knowledge, recognition and public awareness of difficulties 
experienced by those who have grown up with a perceived narcissistic parent, as well 
as shed light on why they are using social media sites. Although online 
forums/blogs/chat rooms are increasingly becoming the medium of choice for the 
sharing of experiences, there are currently no studies that have explored ACONs’ 
experiences of using these social media platforms, or reasons for their use.  
The current explosion in social media use makes concentrated research on this 
subpopulation more accessible. Access to this population was previously not readily 
available before the advent of social media. The current study aimed to cast a wide 
exploratory net to address the lack of knowledge in the research literature regarding 
ACON experiences by focusing on the published experiences of those adults who 
self-identify as having a perceived or diagnosed narcissistic parent, in order to better 
understand their possible reasons for blogging about their experiences in the public 
space.   
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In particular, this inductive thematic analysis was employed to explore the way 
ACONs are using social media, particularly blogs, to narrate autobiographical 
experiences pertaining to having narcissistic parents. In the following thesis, 
essential components of their experiences will be highlighted, as well as themes 
based on their purposes of using blogs to express their experiences of having 
narcissistic parent/s. 
 
Thesis Outline 
This thesis is structured as follows: 
 Chapter two reviews the research conducted to date on ACONs, discussing 
three main areas: narcissistic personalities, ACONS and social media use. 
 Chapter three outlines the research design of this qualitative study and its 
philosophical underpinnings. The research questions and focus are stated in 
this chapter along with how the data was derived and the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. A detailed outline of the steps taken to conduct this study 
is included in this chapter, along with ethical considerations. 
 Chapter four summarises the results. In this chapter four themes derived from 
the data pertaining to ACON experiences will be proposed, organised 
according to ACONs’ motivations for using autobiographical blogging. 
 Chapter five provides a discussion of the results and what they may mean in 
relation to previous and future research. 
 Chapter six discusses the conclusions drawn from this current research study. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 
Adult Children of Narcissistic parents (ACONs) experience difficulties and 
psychological symptoms of damage from having a parent with high numbers of 
narcissistic character traits (Bradley, 2000; Brown, 2008; Cleves, 2013; Crocker, 
2009; De Poorter, 2010; Donaldson-Pressman & Pressman, 2010, Dutton, 2011, 
Espasa, 2004; Gardner, 2011; Grandy, 2012; Mc Laren, 2015; Rappoport, 2013; 
Shaw, 2010; Summers & Summers 2006). To date, however, only a small number of 
studies of ACONs and their experiences have been conducted, and most of these 
pertain to the sense of self and psychoanalytic theory (Crocker, 2000; Fernando, 
2000; Fogel, 2008; Gardner, 2004; Rappoport, 2013; Shaw, 2010, Somerstein, 2007).  
There is still much that is unknown about what ACONs experience, the cause of their 
psychological symptoms, and therapy that aids their healing. 
Narcissism 
What is narcissism?  
Before one can understand the full impact of being an ACON it is pertinent to 
first define narcissism and to describe the impact that people who demonstrate strong 
narcissistic characteristics can have on relationships and those they are in 
relationship with. Narcissism is a term that has been popularly used to describe 
someone who is self-centred (McLaren, 2015). The current review is concerned, 
however, with the type of behavioural patterns ACONs have used to describe the 
traits of their perceived narcissistic parent, which is a far more extreme version of 
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narcissism, akin to character traits that a person with a narcissistic personality 
disorder would exhibit. 
In this vein, Perceived Narcissists (PN) are defined as individuals identified by 
a significant other living with them as having traits of Narcissistic Personality 
Disorder (NPD), as per the criteria found in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 
(5th ed.) (DSM-V) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) or the Narcissistic 
Personality Inventory (NPI) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). It is 
important to understand the behaviour traits or characteristics exhibited by Perceived 
Narcissists (PN) or persons diagnosed with narcissistic personality, in order to 
understand the relational context to which ACONs are exposed as children being 
reared by PNs, and as adults trying to relate to their PN parents. 
According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013), a person exhibits characteristics of a 
narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) if s/he demonstrates impairment in 
personality functioning, such as self-definition and self-esteem, derived in excess 
from reference to others, exaggerated self-appraisal (positive or negative or 
oscillation between both), and emotional regulation which rapidly changes, 
indicating these self-esteem fluctuations. Similarly the narcissistic person may focus 
on setting goals based on gaining others’ approval, and hold perfectionistic standards 
in order to perceive her/himself as exceptional or, alternatively, very low standards 
with a strong sense of entitlement. The diagnostic criteria for NPD additionally 
includes impaired empathy for others, impaired intimacy, and displays of 
antagonism, grandiosity and excessive attention seeking (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). Overall, it is the impairment of empathy and intimacy which 
potentially leads to people with narcissistic personality traits engaging in 
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relationships that are problematic. Impaired empathy may manifest as someone who 
can’t perceive the needs and emotions of others, unless these are perceived as 
relevant to the self (Leventhal, 1994).  
The characteristics of a narcissistic personality described so far are only the 
traits used to diagnose NPD. Other behaviours documented in the literature are 
further suggestive, however, of the difficulties, possibly even psychological damage, 
encountered by a child living with a parent exhibiting these behaviours (Shaw, 
2010). These behaviours are divided into two groups: desirable behaviours and 
undesirable behaviours.  
A perceived narcissist’s more desirable behaviours include extraversion, self 
assuredness, exhibitionism, charisma, independence, and flamboyance (Lechman-
Goodman, 2011; Louise De Cannonville, 2011; Rinker 2009). Moreover, those with 
narcissistic personality disorders are proclaimed to be socially adept, intelligent, 
convinced of their own sanity, have high achievement orientation and success, and 
can be seductive and charming (Collins, 2004; Lechman-Goodman, 2011; Shaw, 
2010). For these reasons, high functioning PNs are often found in leadership roles, 
such as company CEOs or senior management, placing them at the top of the 
leadership hierarchy (Reitzel, 2004). 
In contrast, the literature also describes a long list of undesirable behaviours 
associated with narcissism. These include, but are not limited to: agression, 
autocratic behaviour (Aiken, 2006; Collins, 2004; Rinker, 2009; Shaw, 2010), a 
tendency to use manipulation and exploitation and to view other people as objects to 
gain from (Aiken, 2006; Barlow, 2012; Campbell, Foster & Finkel, 2002; Fernando, 
2000; Goodman & Leff, 2011; Rohman, Neuman, Herner & Bierhoff, 2012; 
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Ronningstam, 2012), competitiveness, emotional distance (Aiken, 2006), lack of 
empathy for others (APA, 2013; Collins, 2004; Shaw, 2010), exhibitionism, 
hypersensitivity to criticism (Collins, 2004), intolerance, lack of taking 
responsibility, pathological lying (Collins, 2004), a strong use of projection (Aiken, 
2006; Campbell, 1999; Collins, 2004; Rohmann, Neuman, Herner & Bierhoff, 2012; 
Shaw, 2010) and promiscuity (Shaw, 2010). People with narcissistic traits have also 
been described as being rebellious (Aiken, 2006), self-absorbed, grandiose and 
attention seeking (Aiken, 2006; Collins, 2004; Louis De Cannonville, 2011; 
Fernando, 2000;  Rinker, 2009; Shaw, 2010; Summers & Summers, 2006) and as 
having a strong persona or social facade (Collins, 2004).  
All of these negative traits or behaviours impact not only on the person with 
the behaviour, but on those around them. If a narcissist is highly stressed or 
distressed, or under the influence of toxic substances, these traits may be taken to 
extremes and may additionally result in physical and sexual abuse (Donaldson-
Pressman & Pressman, 1994; Krajco, 2007; Mc Laren, 2011).  
Impact of Narcissism on Relationships 
McLaren (2011, p.6) writes “To a narcissist love equals performance and 
performance equals love.” The problem with this conditional love in a relationship is 
that a PN’s decreased ability to self-soothe, regulate emotions or form realistic 
expectations means that love is absent or fleeting. It has been demonstrated that those 
with narcissistic traits have the least satisfaction with relationships (Aiken, 2006) and 
that those in relationships with PNs are more likely to report less satisfaction in that 
relationship than in other relationships (Rinker, 2009). 
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 Furthermore, those with more narcissistic traits have been found to exhibit low 
intimacy and high power strivings in relationships, indicating an appetite for power 
over others rather than for building reciprocal bonds (Emmons, 1987 cited Aiken, 
2006). All of this research suggests that forming and maintaining an intimate 
relationship with a PN is difficult. Narcissism, whether formally diagnosed or 
informally perceived, involves a pattern of behaviour and relating to others that is 
very challenging to those closely affiliated with the narcissistic person. It is clearly 
demonstrated that narcissism impacts negatively on relationships, leading to less 
satisfaction in the relationship of both parties (Maatta, Uusiautti & Maatta, 2012). 
Research does not, however, indicate whether the characteristics of romantic/partner 
relationships with a PN also apply to intergenerational relationships, such as those 
with a child or parent of a PN. Thus, although the traits of NPD are well researched, 
there is comparatively little research available on the impact these traits have on 
those in relationship with the NPD person or, specifically, on the children in a family 
where at least one parent exhibits NPD traits.  
ACONs  
The acronym, ACON, is used in social media, along with a host of other 
indigenous terms, to support the identity and group consolidation (Yahoo, 2016, 
Google, 2016) of adults who perceive that at least one of their parents is narcissistic.  
Within the online community, ACONs refer predominantly to and describe 
behaviour that is consistent with the DSM-V or NPI criteria for narcissistic 
personality disorders, rather than discussing general egotism (ACON groups, 2016).  
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Empirical literature, although scant, indicates that there are definite negative 
effects on children of narcissistic parents, both during childhood and continuing into 
adulthood (Berg-Nielson & Wichstrom, 2012; Bradley, 2000). The negative impact 
of having been parented by someone high in narcissism can lead to a diminished 
sense of self, identity issues, poor relationships with others (Collins, 2004; Dutton, 
Denny-Keys & Sells, 2011), a heightened risk of existential trauma and other trauma 
responses (Crocker, 2009; Fogel, 2008). Furthermore, in a study of 230 narcissistic 
parents and their 10- to 12-year-old offspring, Horne (1998) hypothesised that 
parental depression and narcissism would predict adolescent empathy, narcissism, 
self-esteem and pleasing-others behaviour within the family. Horne’s second 
hypothesis was that same sex parent-child dyads would produce more significant 
results than mixed sex parent-child dyads. Using multiple regression analyses on data 
from questionnaires and observations, Horne found that narcissistic mothers 
enhanced their daughters’ narcissistic tendencies. In contrast, it was shown that 
narcissistic fathers elicited other-pleasing behaviour in their adolescent daughters. 
Similarly fathers as narcissistic parents brought out either empathy or narcissism in 
adolescent offspring. Girls with narcissistic fathers had higher scores for empathy 
and ‘pleasing-others’ than boys with narcissistic fathers. Overall, where there was a 
narcissistic mother, the effect on daughters’ narcissism was greater than it was on 
sons.  
Lack of empathy, low self-esteem and egotism are all traits exhibited in NPD, 
where a strong persona is expressed through a grandiose sense of self. In some cases 
the impact of being parented by a PN is the development in children of traits that are 
similar to those of the parent, such as grandiosity and lack of empathy, whilst in 
other children there seems to be more often the development of a ‘complementary’ 
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behaviour response that can be described as pleasing others behaviour (Horne, 
1998).  Pleasing others behaviour compliments narcissism insofar as the narcissist 
demands to be pleased. The research shows that offspring of narcissists are likely to 
be affected by their parents in terms of their behaviour and potential to exhibit 
psychiatric disorders (Berg-Neilson and Wichstrom, 2012; Horne, 1998). Another 
area, which is reportedly greatly affected in ACONs, is their sense of self and 
identity. 
Components of relating to self and others 
Sense of self 
In order to fully relate to others in a healthy manner a person is required to 
develop a healthy sense of self (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983). Components such as 
attachment style, capacity for intimacy, co-dependency or dependency on others for a 
sense of self, and identity development all affect how a person responds to others in 
relationship. There are several needs an infant requires a parent to meet in order to 
develop a healthy sense of self such as mirroring, bearing witness, space to develop 
autonomy at appropriate ages, and support to experience being the personality one 
innately is (Collins, 2004; Bradley, 2000; Shaw, 2010). Mirroring refers to a 
reflection by others to oneself about oneself (Zinkin, 1983). In terms of an infant’s 
development this translates to the infant needing the parent to reflect, through their 
facial expressions and actions towards the infant, a healthy balance of positive, 
loving and correctional states. Similar to mirroring is bearing witness, or empathic 
witnessing, which is allowing someone to see your pain and struggles and empathise 
with you, effectively reducing aloneness (Berman, 2014). 
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Herzog (2004) purports that parental emotional availability in the relationship 
between parent and child is another integral component of developing a sense of self 
in a child. It appears that these components tend to be lacking or diminished when 
the parent has higher numbers of narcissistic traits (Shaw, 2010). Shaw (2010) and 
Fogel (2008) assert that the narcissistic parent covets the child’s right to 
independence as a means of control and demands exclusive attention to the parent’s 
needs and wishes, indicating the child may forfeit her/his own needs and wishes at 
the expense of his/her own self development and vitality. Shaw (2010) proposes that 
the PNs perceive their offspring as extensions of themselves and demand that the 
offspring perform accordingly. Using a case example, Shaw shows that when PNs 
perceive offspring as an extension of themselves, the PN treats the child’s wishes and 
desires as contemptible, greedy, selfish, weak, irrelevant, and even morally 
abhorrent. 
Shaw (2010) further argues that ACONs are inculcated into believing they are 
always wrong and can’t win. Any opposition from the offspring to the parent is 
punishable by withdrawal of love, coupled with contempt and shaming. 
Consequently, ACONs may develop the belief that the badness they feel as a result 
of PNs parenting is badness in the very core of their being. Shaw adds that exposure 
to a PN parent inhibits the development of skills used for responding and relating 
spontaneously in developing Children of perceived Narcissists (CONs). Similarly, 
Fogel (2008) refers to this lack of responsive nature as psychic deadness, defined as 
“the experience of having a sense of self that is numb and deadened and/or has an 
absence of aliveness” (Fogel, 2008, p.iii). Fogel concludes that psychic deadness 
exists when a narcissistic parent uses projection, a process of the narcissistic parent 
believing that their own negative emotions are actually negative traits of the child not 
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themselves. Fogel also indicates that introjection occurs whereby the child identifies 
as being the negative version of the PN that has been projected onto them. These 
processes, which lead to different types of ‘mortification’ for the child, effectively 
deaden their psyche. Further evidence of how an ACON is affected when relating to 
themselves and others was produced by Herzog, (2004) when he investigated the 
sense of self in four cases of CONs, who reportedly suffered ‘narcissistic 
deformation’. When referring to narcissistic deformation, Herzog was referring to a 
“character structure in which the self is taken as object and in which control of, 
rather than relating to is the principal mode of interaction with others” (Herzog, 
2004, p.894). Narcissistic pathology may disrupt this developmental process of the 
self and consequently of relational skills and organisation within the PN’s offspring 
(Herzog, 2004).  
Several authors have noted the negative effects that being an ACON has on the 
psyche or subconscious, which in turn affects relational abilities (Crocker, 2009; 
Fogel, 2008; Gardner, 2004; Somerstein, 2007). Both Fogel (2008) and Somerstein 
(2007), using case histories of offspring of perceived narcissists, demonstrated that 
psychic deadness is passed inter-generationally and trans-generationally through the 
narcissistic family. Somerstein (2007) studied six ACON men who, despite abuse 
and removal from their family, were shown to live to please their fathers in 
adulthood. Somerstein reports that these men, who were all ACONs, failed to learn 
how to please themselves and were hindered in their ability to love. While Gardener 
(2004) refers to this phenomenon as ‘finding the ACON’s true self in exile’ in order 
to comply by self-sacrificing, Sommerstein calls it ‘filial passivity’, Fogel  (2008) 
refers to it as ‘psychic deadness’, and Crocker (2009) refers to it as an existential 
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trauma wound which occurs to the authentic self. What those constructs have in 
common is a notion that the development of identity and sense of self in the CONs is 
subverted by the dominating persona of the PN. 
Gardner (2004) proposes that ACONs exhibit vast fluctuations between 
‘absorption and abandonment’ from PN parents. In her investigation into existential 
trauma in ACONs, Crocker (2009) concluded that when a child seeks contact with a 
parent and that parent is narcissistic, the child experiences the parent as too 
preoccupied with her/his own self to attend to the child’s psycho-social and 
emotional needs. The child feels an absence, which manifests into insecurity and 
fear. The child is then forced through repetition of these experiences to construct an 
acceptable self by rejecting or hiding traits and desires, which are unacceptable. 
Although this acceptable self initially helps the child deal with the demands of the 
alternating ignoring and intrusion, it also leads to the child struggling later in life 
with the constructed acceptable self in order to feel real.  
In her phenomenological study of six health care professionals who perceived 
their parents as narcissistic, Crocker, (2009) focused on evidence of existential 
trauma in the case material on these health workers. Backed by evidence from 
psychological literature, Crocker found support for the hypothesis that existential 
trauma occurs when a child does not exist as a separate person psychologically for 
the parent(s) or other care givers. As a result of this type of parent-child relationship, 
Crocker found that the participants in her study perceived their parents as non-
protecting, shaming, abusive, physically and or emotionally absent, stern, rigid, 
absent, hostile, angry and mean. Moreover, she noted that ‘children of narcissus’ 
commonly report a lack of memories from childhood, physical or emotional 
abandonment, physical and/or sexual abuse, traumatic stress, shame and the feeling 
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of not existing.  It is clear from the reporting and observation of people who perceive 
themselves to have been parented by a narcissistic parent/s that their sense of self is 
often significantly compromised as a consequence of this experience. 
Narcissistic family system 
The initial learning about how to relate to self and others is conducted in the primary 
social arena of a family. In a family with a PN parent, which will be referred to as a 
narcissistic family, the family’s experiences and activities are frequently controlled 
and dominated by the PN, due to the PN’s egocentric traits and manipulative ways.  
McLaren (2011) reports that the narcissistic family are organised by behaviour 
dynamics, which keep the narcissist feeling in control, yet keep the rest of the family 
in a perpetual state of anxiety. Other authors (Donaldson-Pressman & Pressman, 
1994; Smith, 1995) support this theory and argue that these behaviours are driven by 
unspoken rules, which have the function of enabling the parents manipulate the 
emotional needs of the children, whilst ensuring the dysfunction of the group remains 
intact. This effectively allows the narcissistic behaviour to remain unchallenged and 
simultaneously ensures the family stays together. Summers and Summers (2006) 
propose an additional family dynamic whereby the PN ‘systematically deceives and 
turns their own children into little abuser proxies’ by lying, manipulating and 
speaking in mixed messages. They refer to this systemic abuse as the narcissistic 
parental alienator, indicating it includes denigration, prejudice, intolerance and deep 
seeded dysfunction caused by the PNs ‘malignant self love’ and unadulterated 
arrogance.  
Elaborating on this concept of the narcissistic family, Mananzo, Palacio 
Espasa and Zilkha (1999) describe several behaviour patterns that characterise a 
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family of this type. They suggest that, first, the PN parent projects their own negative 
emotions and traits onto a child resulting in the child accepting this projection as 
their identity. The non-PN parent then perceives this projected identity as one 
constructed by the child and reacts accordingly towards the child’s identity. Mananzo 
and colleagues then suggest that a relational dynamic emerges within the family that 
is acted out repeatedly within the parent-child dyad. This proposed model of 
dynamics within families where there is a PN is, however, largely supposition 
derived from psychoanalytic theory at this point and has not been demonstrated 
through research.  
 
Additional relational components 
 The terms, enmeshment, co-narcissism and co-dependency are used by a 
variety of authors (Fernando, 2000; Irwin, 1999; Rappoport, 2013) to refer to ‘the 
way people accommodate to narcissistic parents’ and fuse with them psychosocially, 
rather than develop and express separate identity. These authors assert that offspring 
of narcissists exhibit tendencies that represent ‘co-narcissism’. Using three case 
studies as illustration, Rappoport (2012, p. 5) described co-narcissism resulting from 
being raised by a narcissist in the following way:  
A diminished awareness of his own feelings and point of view, a 
tendency to feel isolated and a difficulty connecting emotionally with 
others; a tendency to accept blame, control by others and mistreatment 
without complaint and often without awareness that it is happening; 
and a loss of a sense of direction and purpose in life. 
 
Using correlational methods to analyse the survey responses of 190 Australian 
adults, Irwin (1999) similarly concluded that co-dependence in adulthood is defined 
as someone “basing their identity on the care taking role and assuming inordinate 
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levels of responsibility for the lives, feelings and problems of other people” (p. 65). 
Interestingly while this form of co-dependence was significantly associated with 
parental narcissism, in the Irwin study it was not significantly predicted by a 
childhood with a parent who was an alcoholic. Furthermore, ACONs are reported to 
exhibit a strong, borrowed sense of guilt, meaning that they are terrified of being 
abandoned by their parent(s) and as a defence take on any blame and negativity in 
the parent as their fault and theirs to control. This borrowed guilt is believed in turn 
to indicate an enmeshed relationship between the PN and the ACON. Fernando 
(2000) enquired into the aetiology and dynamics of a borrowed sense of guilt 
(borrowed from extremely narcissistic parents) in three adult ACONs who undertook 
psychoanalysis. He proposed that when a narcissistic parent exhibits a strong 
tendency to externalise their own guilt and project it on to others, the children of that 
parent develop a borrowed sense of guilt by learning it through repetition of the 
parents blaming the child for their own mistakes and inadequacies. Fernando adds 
that the sense of borrowed guilt is used by the offspring to justify the lack of love in 
the parent child relationship. This borrowed sense of guilt may be indicative of co-
narcissism and co-dependency. 
There are several studies that try to measure effects of narcissism on offspring, 
which report non-significant results. These studies may, however, have failed to 
capture effects due to  methodological weakness such as using a normative 
population or college population with no target sampling, which does not yield 
enough ACONs in the sample. These studies included examination of processes of 
differentiation and enmeshment (Gershelis, 2011), and insecure attachment 
(Famiglietti, 1996) in ACONs. Furthermore a causal model of the narcissistic family 
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and its symptoms was devised by Bradley (2000), based on a suppositional 
framework from a book titled “The Narcissistic Family” by Donaldson and Pressman 
Donaldson (1994).  Using variables from this suppositional framework and 
regressional analysis on a college population with no target sampling, no significant 
results were found, suggesting that the hypothesised relationship between family 
dynamics was not an accurate representation of a narcissistic family (Bradley, 2000). 
Bradley proposed, however, that there was a group of individuals within the general 
population who may not have known that their parent was a narcissist. Bradley’s 
study did indeed identify a group of individuals, within a college population, who did 
not recognise narcissistic behaviours and dynamics in their family when using an 
inventory of narcissistic family traits developed by the author.  
Offspring effects of adult Personality Disorder 
Narcissistic Personality Disorder is one disorder out of ten, currently recognised 
personality disorders. Many of these personality disorders share common traits 
represented by groups of symptoms called clusters. Narcissistic Personality shares 
cluster similarities with Antisocial, Borderline and Histrionic Personality Disorders 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). There is little research overall on the 
children of personality disordered parents and their experiences. Although there is 
not an overlap in personality disorder diagnosis, there is certainly an overlap in the 
behavioural manifestations of those with Antisocial, Borderline, Histrionic and 
Narcissistic personality disorders. 
One thing that all offspring of personality disordered parents exhibit is the 
potential for psychiatric disorders to manifest in them. Berg-Neilson and Wichstrom 
(2012) tested 957 parents and their preschool offspring (mean age of 4.5 years) using 
the DSM-IV and the ICD-10 personality questionnaire for parents, and the 
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Psychiatric Assessment Preschool Age test (PAPA) for the children, and found that, 
compared to the normal population who have a 2.9% chance of exhibiting psychiatric 
disorders, ACONs have a 13.2% chance of developing psychiatric disorders or 
19.2% if living with a sole disordered parent. Collins (2004) demonstrated that 
maladaptive parenting styles, in narcissistic mothers, correlated strongly with a risk 
of physical child abuse and that in the child-parent dyads, children’s maternal 
rejection experiences correlated with mothers’ covert narcissistic traits. This research 
suggests that ACONs have a higher potential to exhibit unhealthy development and 
are at higher risk of developing psychiatric disorders.  
There are fewer studies pertaining to offspring of borderline parents (ACOB) 
than to ACONs. Research that explores the effects of borderline personality disorder 
traits on parenting styles indicate that offspring of borderline parents are at greater 
risk of experiencing disturbed interactions between mother and infant and of the 
borderline parent misattributing neutral infant expression as negative (Villenueve & 
Guttman, 2010). Further, research suggests that children of borderline parents have a 
higher risk of living in disruptive unstable households, lower self-esteem and greater 
rates of suicidal ideation and/or suicidal behaviour than those with no personality 
disordered parents (Bartsch, Roberts, Davies & Proeve, 2015). This body of research 
adds further support to the idea that the development of children of parents with 
personality disorders is negatively affected by their childhood experiences. 
Gaps in research on ACONs 
Current research on ACONs consistently reflects issues affecting relationships 
with the self and others, such as a diminished sense of self, insecure attachment, co-
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dependency, co-narcissism, a borrowed sense of guilt, enmeshment, existential 
trauma, psychic deadness and potential for physical abuse. Theory and research 
indicates that these types of issues emerge during, or are exacerbated by, early family 
experiences and dynamics (Collins, 2004; Dutton, Denny- Keys & Sells, 2011). 
Specific links between the dynamics within the family system and the symptoms or 
psychosocial difficulties reported by ACONs have yet to be established. Literature 
on narcissistic families tends to postulate about how one child interacts with a PN 
parent, yet it does not consider how the rest of the family system interacts with this 
dynamic, or how they support the whole system’s continuing in dysfunction. Yet the 
way the narcissistic family system operates to support the narcissistic behaviour of 
the PN parent from the ACON’s perspective, could be a key component of the 
narrative basis on which ACONs build a rationale for their poor psychosocial 
outcomes. 
A major limitation of the extant research on experiences of having been 
parented by a perceived narcissist is the paucity of studies that target this population 
specifically, rather than attempting to distil information about the ACON experience 
from data provided by a more general sample. One reason for this limitation is the 
difficulty in finding and identifying ACONs in enough numbers to form a 
meaningful sample. In recent years, however social media has provided a forum for 
ACONs to connect with another and hence form virtual communities. There has 
been exponential growth in the number of online support groups and social media 
outlets specifically for ACONs from 2013 with 20 000 groups on Google web, to 
2015 with more than 1.5 million sites. The social media attention currently given to 
the experience of having been parented by a perceived narcissist is of a proportion 
that far outweighs the amount of research on this phenomenon. Furthermore, some 
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argue that we are entering the era of narcissism, fuelled by social 
media, strengthening the call for research on the effects on others of living with 
perceived narcissists (Twenge & Foster, 2008; Twenge, Miller & Campbell, 2014).  
 The explosion in use of social media by ACONs not only provides better 
opportunities to gauge the experiences of this population but also raises questions 
about the reasons for the rapid growth in ACON blogs and chat rooms, and the 
motivations of those who access them. Currently there is no published research that 
addresses these questions, but increasing our understanding of why social media use 
by ACONs is growing so rapidly may increase our knowledge of this at-risk group 
and inform interventions designed to assist them. 
Social Media 
Over the past two decades, use of the internet has grown tremendously and the 
internet is now the world’s most comprehensive electronic archive. The ability to 
access written material more readily has radically changed the way people convey 
information, converse, access information, and generally live their lives (Bayer & 
Markham, 2009; Kiem-Malpass, Steeves & Kennedy, 2014; Markham, 2016; 
Markham, 2003). Internet support groups, resources and social networking sites such 
as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat, chat rooms and problem saturated 
blogs have recently surfaced as popular media for those with medical ailments, 
mental illness and other common health issues to seek support and information 
(Barak, 2008; Boniel-Nissim & Suler, 2008; Bronstein, 2013; Chung, 2013; 
Hookway, 2008; Kiem-Malpass, Steeves & Kennedy, 2014; Kotliar, 2015). Social 
media used by social or cultural groups have become a grass roots arena for cultural 
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activities and interactions that lack centralised mechanisms of control, such as power 
hierarchies (Leppanen, Kytola, Jousmaki, Peuronen & Westein, 2014). This lack of 
hierarchy differs from doctors or specialist visits because it offers two-way peer 
support and the safety of pseudonyms and presumed anonymity. Furthermore, it 
offers a place for people to vent and explore without additional economic burden. 
Personal blogs used in social media 
Advances in internet technology, for example, the development from the Web 
1.0 to Web 2.0 around 2004, has allowed blogging to be available to almost anyone 
who has an internet connection. This new technology allows for greater interactivity 
and constant change, making it more user friendly for everyday consumers, and more 
amenable to personal blogging (Chen, 2012; Wilson, Kenny & Dickson-Swift, 2015; 
Jung, Song & Vorder, 2012). Blogs are considered to be dynamic personal websites 
run by people who wish to express their personal opinions and experiences 
concerning a particular issue or issues arising from their day to day life (Bronstein, 
2013; Jung, Hayoen & Vorder, 2012; Kotliar, 2015). Blogs in general are 
characterised by high amounts of self-disclosure, communication of one’s identity 
and development of social connections (Bronstein, 2013; Chen 2012; Jung, Hayoen 
& Vorder, 2012), coupled with reflexive, descriptive, interpretive and exploratory 
content (Wilson, Kenny & Dickson-Swift, 2015). Furthermore, personal blogs allow 
for authors’ voices and participants’ voices to be captured and disassembled close to 
their vernacular intent, as there is less remixing or re-hashing of previously published 
information involved (Jung, Hayoen & Vorder, 2012). Additionally, personal blogs 
allow for identity experimentation and development processes that are possibly made 
easier by the anonymity that the internet platform offers (Chen, 2012; Jung, Hayoen 
& Vorder, 2012). These characteristics of blogging and blogs make them a ripe 
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source of qualitative data for research on the lived experiences of bloggers. Blogs 
also provide the advantage of data being made available and sourced within a 
convenient timeframe for the research participant/blogger and the researcher equally, 
and of having an audit trail which reduces remix issues (Wilson, Kenny & Dickson-
Swift, 2015). 
Blogs foster spontaneity, are easily updatable, and offer a sense of personal 
intimacy, whilst at the same time, the possibility of anonymity. The level of both 
intimacy and anonymity can be controlled by the blogger through their choice of 
functions, sharing of personal or identifying information and management of 
communication style. By managing the information they disclose, and the form of its 
disclosure, bloggers may reveal more intimate information online than would be 
expressed in face-to-face situations. The anonymity offered through use of 
pseudonyms, for example allows the blogger to try on different aspects of their 
expressions and identity, which they may not be comfortable exhibiting or testing in 
their close circles of face-to-face friends (Bronstein, 2013). Furthermore, some blogs 
have an additional space for others to comment and/or dialogue about their response 
to the blog, which can create room for development of community (Chen, 2012). 
Hookway (2008) indicates that social worlds being built within cyber space, 
including blogs, chat-rooms and group pages revolve around two areas. These are 
‘identity formation and consolidation’ and ‘virtual communities’, both of which are 
evidenced in social media used by ACONs.  
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Virtual community formation 
The performance of everyday life is becoming increasingly inseparable from 
the social media broadcasting of it (Bronstein, 2013; Leppanen, Kytola, Jousmaki, 
Peuronen & Westein, 2014; Markham, 2016). In order to fully understand what is 
happening with social media in relation to research it is important to understand four 
concepts which contribute to virtual community formation. These are: homophily 
and its impact on social media research; the concept of remix, which occurs to data 
on the internet; the concept of untextualisation, which occurs within cultures using 
social media, identity formation and the concept of ‘groupness’, which is a motivator 
and facilitates formation of communities. These concepts are evident in virtual 
community formation and may affect identity development (Hookway, 2008; Knight 
& Weedon, 2014; Markham 2004, a&b; Markham, 2013).  
Homophily refers to the way people tend to gravitate towards others with 
similarities. Homophily leads to the filtering and channelling of particular 
information in social media because the information being broadcast is driven by the 
social network’s interests. Each social network develops its own biases of interest. 
This homophilic filter polarises the information being presented on social media sites 
by focusing on extremes of information, which is of interest to the group, and not 
broadcasting other information (Markham, 2013). Homophily can inadvertently 
actualise biases in both factual and conceptual information, which can in turn lead to 
information bias when using social media to conduct research if not acknowledged 
and taken into consideration. Data aimed at ACONs, written by ACONs, and shared 
among ACONs, is most likely to be heavily influenced by homophily, and thus 
become narrowly focused. This in turn brings a danger of a phenomenon that 
Markham calls remixing. 
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Remix relies on sampling, borrowing and creatively reassembling 
units of cultural information to create something that is used to move 
or persuade others.…Remix always occurs as a part of a larger 
community of remix. (p. 70) 
 
An example of remix is the compilation of a blog post regarding a particular 
topic, such as the experience of being an ACON, using multiple sources of pre-
existing or personally constructed material. These sources of material may be 
scholarly articles, other blogs or online posts, chat-room conversations or personal 
reflections. In this way information already on the internet is remixed to serve a new 
purpose or audience.  
It is commonly accepted and understood that almost anything placed on the 
internet is a remix and will be taken and remixed by others again. This continuous 
recycling process means that the original message(s) may morph into something 
completely unrecognisable (Markham, 2013). Markham argues that, in a digitally 
saturated social arena, information travels “beyond its origin and can develop a social 
life of its own” (p.6). Websites and social media are filled with information created 
for and by ACONs and spouses of perceived narcissists, which has been influenced 
by homophily and remixed. This can potentially influence the quality and 
independence of information presented, which is an issue to consider when using 
social media for research.  
Untextualisation arises partially from the remixing process and partially from 
the homophily process as part of the virtual community formation. Untextualisation 
is the process whereby specific words, phrases and instances of culture are repeatedly 
recycled in the remixing process and thus given a sustained life. Certain words and 
phrases become, consequently, reinvented as indigenous to a particular subculture as 
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a way for that subculture to express consistency of identity and community 
membership. Moreover, via untextualisation, the formation of a group or community 
identity influences the identity formation and shaping of the group’s individual 
members, a process which is described by Hookway (2008) as social media identity 
development and consolidation. 
Groupness is another contributing factor believed to influence virtual 
community formation and is formed out of the individual need for belonging 
(Leppanen, Kytola, Jousamaki, Puronen & Westein, 2014). In order to meet this 
groupness, a particular set of social expectations need to align, meaning that group 
members all share a common belief or understanding about a particular phenomenon, 
a process that is aided by untextualisation. Untextualisation also aids group identity 
formation by providing a language through which group members communicate and 
understand one another in ways that outsiders do not. These untextualised words and 
phrases become part of the group’s identity (Leppanen et al, 2014). Effectively an 
individual’s identity is shaped by the group’s interactions and beliefs, captured in the 
untextualised indigenous words, which then become internalised as part of the 
structure for the individual’s own identity. 
For example, despite the similarities in personality disorders shown in research, 
those who are experiencing parents with narcissistic and borderline issues are very 
clear about being separate in their online communities. There are many chatrooms, 
blogs and Facebook groups for ACONs and for ACOBs (Adult Children of 
(perceived Borderline Parents) but they do not coexist as one virtual community 
(Yahoo.Groups.ACON.com; Google.groups.ACOB.com). Furthermore, in ACOB 
communities, examples of the perceived differentiation between communities can be 
found when a community user recommends to another that he/she go to the ACON 
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community and educate him/herself about covert narcissism and get the parents 
diagnosis checked (Beyondblue.com.au).  
Online Support groups 
Online support groups are internet based self-help groups where group 
members support each other and are simultaneously supported (Schopler & Galinsky, 
2013). Such groups have formed and been used extensively over the last fifteen years 
by people with issues such as medical conditions, trauma and addictions (Barak, 
Boniel-Nissim & Suler, 2008). There are three types of online support groups; those 
facilitated by an expert, those facilitated by a group of longer-term members, and 
those where there is no particular leader, hierarchy or expert (Barak, Boniel-Nissim 
& Suler, 2008; Schopler & Galinsky 2013). Results of social media research 
pertaining to support groups indicate that disclosures made online, compared to face-
to-face, are often more deeply intimate, and will be made sooner, when forming new 
acquaintances (Barak, Boniel-Nissim & Suler, 2008). This research also shows that 
personal and interpersonal effects are producing dis-inhibition in social media use, 
with the process of writing, expressing emotions, improving understanding and 
knowledge, developing social relations, enhancing decision making skills, and 
increasing personal empowerment being achieved through virtual community 
interaction. Empowerment links individual competencies, strengths and ‘natural 
helping systems’ to proactive behaviour and social change (Barak, Boniel-Nissim & 
Suler, 2008).  
Furthermore, existing research suggests that online support groups can serve 
the same purpose as offline support and therapy groups. Valerio and Lepper (2010), 
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define the purpose of group therapy for victims as fostering a sense of regaining 
control, promoting an understanding of the effects of the adversity the members have 
been through, assisting in finding resolution concerning members’ victimisation and 
offering opportunities for members to join with others in coping with adversity 
related feelings of alienation and mistrust, as well as offering psycho-education on 
relevant issues. Valerio and Lepper argue that bonding with others in support groups 
and therapy groups can be an essential step in rebuilding trust in relationships, 
increasing self-esteem, resolving guilt and shame and reworking problems stemming 
from shame. Research has demonstrated that online support groups meet these needs 
of bonding, belonging, building trust, gaining psycho-education and reworking 
problems through group belonging and interaction (Chung, 2013; van Uden-Kraan, 
Drossaert, Tall, Seydal & van de Laar, 2009) through group belonging and 
interaction. Valerio and Lepper (2010) add that norms in the group provide a safe 
place from which survivors can regain their personal power and connect to internal 
sources of resilience. The process also provides a context to reclaim one’s self in 
connection with other survivors who have a similar history. Again, this is 
demonstrated in online support groups, not just therapy groups (Amichai-Hamburger, 
Mc Kenna and Tal, 2008; Schotanus-Dijkstra, Havinga, Ballergooijen, Delfosse, 
Mokkenstorm and Boon, 2013; van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Lebrun, Drossaers-
Bakker, Smit, Seydel & van de Laar, 2008; van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Seydel 
& van de Laar, 2009). 
Research indicates that online support groups and the internet in general are 
used effectively for reframing identity, which refers to a person pursuing changes to 
his or her identity and gaining social validation to these pursuits. Amichai-
Hamburger, Mc Kenna and Tal, (2008), indicate that internet support groups offer 
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opportunities which may make reframing one’s identity easier, based on the proposal 
that it is difficult for people to make effective change in their self-concept when their 
social environment remains static. This is due to important others such as family, 
friends and colleagues being unable to acknowledge, accept and validate the 
reframed identity, yet unless they do, the reframed identity does not become a 
consolidated reality for the person trying to make the change. Amichai-Hamburger et 
al. (2008) suggest that such empowerment exists on the internet in support groups. 
Furthermore, they and other researchers report that the additional properties of 
support groups include social compensation, stereotype reduction, cross cultural 
boundary bridging and heightened self-disclosure. In addition, such support groups 
have the benefits of the user choosing the location, of their engagement, leading to 
greater convenience and greater control over their own interactions, level of personal 
disclosure, and use personas and pseudonyms (Amichai-Hamburger, Mc Kenna and 
Tal, 2008; Schotanus-Dijkstra, Havinga, Ballegooijen, Mokkenstorm and Boon, 
2014; van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Lebrun, Drossaers-Bakker, Smit, Seydel & 
van de Laar, 2008; van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Seydel & van de Laar, 2009). 
Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2008) report that the internet allows people the ability to 
express contradicting sides of their personality, thus allowing the online support 
group to become a platform for people to reframe their social abilities as well as their 
identity.  
Identity development and consolidation  
Identity development can occur both on- and offline as well as individually and 
in a social group. Goffman, a seminal theorist on self-presentation, indicates that 
people have the potential to embody and present many different identities, as a form 
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of impression management, with each identity reflecting a different aspect of a 
person according to the given situation (Goffman, 1969; Kruznekoff, 2012).  
Bullingham and Vasconcelos (2013) apply Goffman’s theory to the context of social 
media further by suggesting that online platforms provide bloggers with the potential 
to present different aspects of themselves, or alternate personas,  those they present 
in their offline lives. The anonymity of a virtual world allows for distance between 
the individual and audience, which in turn allows both for easier concealment and 
easier embellishment of the offline self (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013; 
Kuznekoff, 2012). Bullingham and Vasconcelos (2013) propose that this process 
may, in fact, be reversed:  the ‘true’ self being the persona in a virtual world, and the 
masked self being presented in the non- virtual world, particularly in situations where 
familial or societal pressure is high. Furthermore, Bullingham and Vasconcelos 
(2013) argue that, when blogging, revealing one’s true self is more likely to  occur if 
a detachment strategy, such as use of a pseudonym, is employed. 
A study by Bronstein (2013) of 90 Latin American bloggers revealed four 
attitudinal themes with regards to blogging, all reflecting a notion of  blogging as 
part of individual identity. The themes were:  
1. My blog is a part of me  
2. My blog is a communication tool  
3. My blog is a writing tool 
4. My blog is my favourite hobby 
These attitudes exemplify latent effects of blogs and blog writing and reflect 
the potential role of blogging in identity formation (Hookway, 2008). Identity 
development in blog users is divided into two arenas, that of self-disclosure and self-
presentation (Bronstein, 2013).  
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Self-Presentation and Anonymity Arena 
Bronstein (2013) argues that bloggers present themselves in a variety of ways, 
often adapting the images they present in accordance with situational demands. This 
is sometimes referred to as impression management, which is, controlling and 
manipulating how their self is presented. The potentially anonymous nature of blogs 
allows bloggers to explore and address issues that concern their individual identity, 
such as the experiences of being an ACON, and to safely work through individual 
identity dilemmas and uncertainties. Furthermore, anonymity in blogs and online 
communities allows people to express and respond more freely, and exhibit 
behaviour which is not necessarily acceptable in their off line social sphere. Even in 
situations where their online persona is not anonymous, bloggers are essentially 
invisible to their audience (Bronstein, 2013).  
Online anonymity comes in two forms, visual anonymity and discursive 
anonymity. Visual anonymity refers to the lack of identifying photographs, videos 
and images of any sort to identify the bloggers. Discursive anonymity refers to the 
verbal communication not being attributable to a specific person’s name. This 
discourse anonymity is achieved through the use of pseudonyms and identity block 
settings on the blog platforms (Bronstein, 2013).  
Blog writers who use their blogs to write autobiographical details are 
identifying themselves in a global community, be it with pseudonyms or their real 
identities. This form of expression shapes their individual identity both online and in 
daily life offline (Hookway, 2008). Interestingly, these personal blogs are both 
affected by, and an integral part of, untextualisation, group socialisation and 
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homophily, that in turn influence the individual and group identity formation process. 
Homophily dictates what people are exposed to through social media. Through the 
process of constant homophily, exposure to words and phrases used by these 
particular groups is carried over time and morphs into words with indigenous 
meanings particular to each group. This becomes part of group socialisation and 
group identity. People who socially identify with a particular group are more likely 
to incorporate aspects of this group identity into their personal identity (Hookway, 
2008; Markham, 2013).  
Individual identity is influenced over time in part by social identity within 
groups. Social identity formation occurs through group members inferring social 
identity from the social context online, forming assumptions about how a person is 
situated in a group or how a group is situated amongst other groups. Online social 
identity can also be formed through an individual group members’ behaviour being 
observed by others which then shapes the group norms, for example, when blog 
writers influence their group of readers. Postmes, Haslam and Swaab (2005) posit 
that members within a group enter into an exchange of understanding regarding the 
variations of realities they face. Once norms are successfully negotiated, this aspect 
of social identity is complete. Therefore social identity is greatly influenced by a 
group’s content and the social influence around that content, which can form a 
particular perception of socio-structural relations.  
In an online group the abstract idea of ‘being in this together’ changes over 
time to become more concrete. During this concreting of ideas, the group’s social 
identity is formed through the notion of togetherness, coupled with differentiation 
from comparison groups, which together develop parameters that constitute 
boundaries of the group’s identity. Communication is central to a group’s capacity 
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for cohesion, which in turn marks the group’s  social identity and social identity 
strength (Postmes, Haslam & Swaab, 2005).   
Social validations refers to the degree to which there is consensus 
within and between groups about the traits that best describe a specific 
group is indicative of (an emergent) shared perspective that is the 
product of social validation (Postmes, Haslam & Swaab, 2005, p.11).  
Social validation within the group is closely bound up with this social 
identification process. Social validation influences individual identity. Additionally, 
social validation is a key factor in establishing the value of the information shared 
within the group (Postmes, Haslam & Swaab, 2005). 
Self-Disclosure Arena 
Self-disclosure is another mechanism of identity development in the blogging 
sphere. In this sense, self-disclosure includes the concept and creation of ‘authentic 
talk’, defined as unrehearsed discourse, which contributes to one’s individual and 
social ‘virtual identity’ (Hookway, 2008). Social media can be used as a platform to 
develop social virtual identity, which is increasingly becoming enmeshed with one’s 
personal identity in daily living (Hookway, 2008; Knight & Weedon, 2014). 
However, the difference between one’s virtual identity and real identity is the 
anonymity offered to the virtual identity versus the lack of anonymity in real life 
contexts. This anonymity greatly decreases the risk of self-disclosure in virtual 
communities, compared to the risks associated with self-disclosure in real social 
settings (Bronstein, 2013). 
Research indicates that social media, particularly personal blogs, are used to 
narrate life stories. Narratives, by Kotliar’s (2015) definition, are organised human 
experiences, which are collated into a coherent unceasing story like structure. Blogs 
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are effectively used to renegotiate narratives of experiences, which the writer has 
often struggled with, by offering a place to develop a new lens through which to 
view the problem for both the writer and the readers (Knight & Weedon, 2014; 
Kotliar, 2015).  
It has been suggested in social media research that chat rooms and personal 
blogs have been used as virtual narrative sandboxes (Kotliar, 2015). The term 
‘sandbox’ refers to an isolated environment in a computer system, in which a 
program or file can be tested without affecting the rest of the computer programs or 
applications running it. Sandboxes are being used by software developers around the 
world as safe spaces to test new programming code before introducing it into the rest 
of the computer system (Bordalejo, 2014; Lisi, 2016; Solomon, 2010). Kotliar takes 
this computer analogy further and applies it to social media, defining narrative 
sandboxes as: 
Protected spaces, in which bloggers can temporarily and 
experimentally add or remove different sections from their narratives, 
access the compatibility of different cultural frameworks and 
interchangeably use various metaphors. (Kotliar, 2015, p. 1) 
 
It appears that, in so far as people use the blogs as a platform to test new ideas 
online in a safe environment, which does not affect their off line life, they can be 
seen as operating within a narrative sandbox. It is not yet known how many blog 
friendships become online support groups or whether blog users ever move out of the 
sandbox and into the non-virtual reality. 
These social media narratives, contained within the safety of the narrative 
sandbox, aid the formation of communal bonds with readers and collaboration in 
revising their narratives through feedback and support from others (Kotliar, 2015), 
particularly via processes of mirroring and bearing witness (Zinkin, 1983). These 
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processes affect social identity in an online context and may, in turn, affect 
individual identity in lived experiences offline. 
 Shaping of social and individual identity both on and off line is a multifaceted 
dynamic process involving a balance of self-disclosure and self-presentation. Identity 
formation is always within the context of culture. Virtual communities are by nature 
sub-cultures (Leppanen et al, 2014), which form bonds through mutual consensus of 
beliefs and experiences. 
In summary, research suggests that people use online blogs to both express 
themselves and form their identities in an experimental but safe way. Like the use of 
a ‘virtual narrative sandbox’ to test computer programs and products before release 
to the market, bloggers use the blogs as a virtual space to investigate, trial and 
consolidate aspects of their social connectedness and social identity. It is not yet 
known why ACONs’ social media usage has increased so much over recent years, or 
whether their reasons for blogging personal autobiographical narratives align with 
previous research on other, normative populations. 
Current Study 
The current study focuses on an analysis of ACONs’ experiences as expressed 
through blogging. If the impact of a narcissistic parent/s on the relationship/s of an 
ACON results in the risk of social isolation, or social anxiety, then it may be hard for 
ACONs to share their experiences with others and feel validated. As a result they 
seek other ways to connect with people who have had similar experiences. Social 
media provides a vehicle for them to do this, which is reflected in the proliferation 
and expansion of the number of online chat rooms/blog sites/forums etc. designed for 
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and about those who have cohabitated with a perceived narcissist. The types of sites 
that are most pertinent to the current study are blogs and chatrooms, because they 
directly communicate ACONs’ autobiographical experiences and struggles. The 
current study has specifically focused on autobiographical blogs written by self-
identified ACONs.   
Bloggers and chatroom users who are ACONs tend to use pseudonyms and 
may therefore disclose more personal issues, indicating the possibility that what is 
revealed is a closer representation of actual events (Markham, 2014). Bloggers and 
chatroom users are, therefore, less likely to display a vast discrepancy between their 
real self and their impression managed self (Knight & Weedon, 2014). Furthermore, 
if the blogs are autobiographical, then the source is as close as possible to original 
data that has not been remixed, while chatrooms are more prone to remix and 
theoretical discussions. It is therefore assumed that these autobiographical blogs are 
closer to a lived experience being reported than other internet information posted by 
and for ACONs within the social media realm, which is far more likely to have a 
higher proportion of remixed information. Blogs have the added advantage that the 
settings can be changed to allow or disallow others’ comments compared to a chat in 
a chatroom, which is conducted like an ongoing conversation with additional side 
interests and commonalities merging into the conversations rather than providing 
condensed static autobiographical details. Blogs therefore reduce the homophily 
effects and ‘groupness’ conformity effect that chatrooms are more susceptible to. 
Ethical considerations have also guided the decision in the current study to 
focus on ACONs’ blogs. Most chatrooms are under password privacy protection, and 
are not considered public information. This would dictate gaining permission from 
all members of the password protected chatroom, which is not feasible, considering 
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that the members often use pseudonyms. Autobiographical narratives on the other 
hand exist in the public access arena and no password is required to access these 
narratives. Data in public arena entails consideration of copyright and permission for 
analysis in accordance with the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR), yet to 
date no laws around the issue of public data research exist (Markham, 2012). This 
indicates that autobiographical narratives in blogs about ACONs experiences of 
having a parent perceived to be narcissistic and experiences of living with that 
perceived narcissistic parent can be used for research purposes.  
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Chapter 3:  Research Design 
Aims of the study 
The current study aimed to examine communication within online 
autobiographical blogs written by ACONs, and others’ responses to these blogs. A 
primary focus of the study was the potential motivations of ACONs for using such 
blogs to relate their experiences of having been parented by a perceived narcissist. 
The following research questions were addressed: 
1) What purpose does the activity of autobiographical blogging appear to 
serve for the authors? 
While the aim of this research was initially to explore the content of the blogs, and 
thus reveal what ACONs blogged about, the final aim was to look beyond the content 
of the blogs and to examine why ACONs were blogging. 
Methodology and research design 
This research takes a critical realist stance towards understanding ACONs 
reasons for using online blogs.  Willig (1999) writes that being a critical realist 
means the researcher has the “ambition to gain an understanding of what is really 
going on but acknowledge that the data the researcher gathers may not provide direct 
access to this reality” (p.13). In the context of this research, a critical realist stance 
has guided the researcher to focus primarily on the purpose of using online blogs and 
not on the content accuracy of these blogs. The researcher is a therapist who is 
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accustomed to ‘hearing’ multiple versions of the same event from different people in 
therapy, and who is trained to ‘look’ beyond the content of the stories towards the 
reasons for telling the story.  
The research design used in the current study is inductive thematic analysis. 
Thematic analysis or applied thematic analysis was originally introduced by Boyatzis 
(1998 cited Braun & Clarke, 2014), has been reinforced and popularised by Braun 
and Clarke (2012), and supported by Guest, Mac Queen and Namey, (2012) as a 
method for qualitatively analysing small amounts of data to reveal themes. Thematic 
analysis systematically identifies, classifies and offers insight into meanings and 
patterns within the data. This in turn enables researchers to interpret and discern 
collective and communal meanings across the whole data set. Thematic analysis is a 
way of identifying commonalities within the data in relation to the way the data is 
discussed or written about. Thematic analysis was chosen for its broad application to 
exploration of a very under researched body of knowledge. 
Reflexivity 
The researcher has an intimate experiential knowledge of ACONs and their 
reports through both being an ACON and being a therapist who works with ACONs. 
This made the need for reflexivity higher than for a research topic which was not so 
personally connected to the researcher, and created particular opportunities and 
challenges for the analysis. On the one hand, this experiential knowledge gave the 
researcher a unique insight into the subtleties of the indigenous language used by 
ACONs in their blogs and allowed access into themes and topics discussed that 
would have remained inaccessible for a researcher who did not have this insider 
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perspective. On the other hand, this intimate understanding of ACONs experiences as 
narrated in the blogs created an initial challenge for the researcher to view it from a 
somewhat more neutral position. Throughout the analysis process, the researcher 
used dialogue with peers and supervisors to step outside of her personal perspective 
and to appreciate alternative viewpoints. As a result of this continuous dialogue, the 
researcher changed the focus of the research from what ACONs are reporting to why 
they are using personal blogging in public spaces. Focusing on the experience of 
blogging enabled the researcher to step outside the data as blogging was not in her 
experiential repertoire. Yet she was able to still use her deeper understanding of the 
indigenous language, and of subtleties and power uses within the narcissistic system 
from an experiential standpoint, to enrich her analysis. Maintaining this balance 
between experiential and analytic knowledge was achieved through supervision and 
dialogue about analysis and emerging findings.  
Data and its collection 
This study focused on analysing autobiographical narratives written by 21 
self-identified ACONs and published on five publicly accessible websites as blogs. 
There were 167 blog entries analysed in total. In order to identify the relevant blogs 
the following search terms on Google web (2016) were used: stories, ACON, Adult 
Children of Narcissist and biography/autobiography, diary, narrative, vignette. In 
selecting blogs for analysis the following inclusion and exclusion criteria were 
considered: 
Inclusion Criteria: 
1. Author is a self-identified ACON 
2. The website their data is published on is publicly accessible with no passwords. 
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3. The data is written in English. 
4. Biographies written in third person must be confirmed as written by the author 
about themselves or their nuclear family and only written about things they 
witnessed first-hand.  
5. Autobiographies must be published on a blog site (not chatroom or forums). 
6. The majority of blogs on the site must be used to address the effects of living 
with a diagnosed or perceived narcissist. 
7. The replies to these autobiographical blogs are only included if the replier self 
identifies as an ACON. 
Exclusion Criteria: 
1. Published books meeting the above criteria are excluded. 
2. Sites under other search parameters or search engines are excluded. 
3. Spouses and Ex Spouses who are not also ACONs are excluded. 
4. Non-autobiographical writing about living with a narcissist, that is, blogs about 
living with a narcissist, which are not personal autobiographies are excluded. 
5. Narratives written second hand are excluded. 
6. Replies where the responder does not self-identify as an ACON are excluded. 
Altogether, 12 blog sites met the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the current 
study. The authors/owners of these blog sites were approached using details provided 
in their blog websites. Using forms developed during the ethical approval process at 
Queensland University of Technology (QUT; see Appendix B, C and D), potential 
participants were asked for permission to analyse narratives from their websites. 
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Furthermore. participants who agreed to the analysis were asked to sign copyright 
waiver permission forms and return them to further indicate consent.  
Six blog owners responded with permission to use their sites. One responded 
by insisting their blog and name was to be mentioned in the write up of the analysis. 
To avoid potential violations of the study’s ethical approval, this blog was excluded 
from the analysis. Sites which did not provide completed copyright waiver forms 
were also excluded from the analysis.  
The five eligible blogs contained 181 autobiographical narratives eligible for 
analysis, written by 21 self-identified ACON authors, plus responses to these eligible 
blogs. Of these authors, there was a mix of prolific and modest bloggers. One author 
composed 39 biographical memories of her ACON experience from early childhood 
to early twenties, another composed 56 autobiographical blogs about her adulthood, 
plus published 42 diary entries from her childhood diary. Another author published 
19 extremely long blog entries ranging from early childhood to mid adulthood 
expounding on her experiences of living as an ACON and dealing with a perceived 
narcissist as a mother and, later, a perceived narcissist husband. These were the 
prolific bloggers. The modest bloggers included 18 other authors meeting the 
inclusion criteria. These authors published only one or two entries each. Their entries 
ranged from quarter of a page to three pages per entry with more intense details. Half 
of these modest blogs tended to be condensed life narratives, the other half tended to 
be event narratives.  
Participants  
 The demographic information of authors was limited to what was published in 
the blogs. Within this parameter, authors identified themselves as residing in the 
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following countries; Nigeria (1), Mexico (1), America (10), Australia (1), UK (1) and 
Ireland (1). Six author locations were unknown. There were no demographic details 
provided by those who responded to posts by blogs’ authors. 
There were two authors who presented themselves as males; the remaining 19 
authors presented as female. Four authors reported their perceived narcissistic parent 
to be male and 17 reported the PN parent as female. 
Procedure 
Although research using existing, publically accessible internet sites did not require 
formal ethics approval, QUT’s Human Research Ethics Committee feedback was 
nevertheless sought to ensure the study complied with the standards of ethical 
research practice. The study was guided by the following ethical considerations: 
informed consent, internet privacy and copyright issues.  
With regard to the ethical issue of informed consent, materials posted on line 
which do not require subscription, login or passwords and are intended to be 
publically viewed, do not require the consent of the authors in order to be included in 
research. The Association of Internet Research (AoIR) (Markham, 2012, 2015; 
Markham & Buchannan, 2012) does indicate, however, that vulnerability of the 
authors of data sourced from the internet does need to be considered. To ensure this 
was addressed, informed consent was gained from all website owners. 
When considering internet privacy, the researcher ensured all data was from 
public access sites with no passwords required and asked authors of the blog sites for 
permission to use the data for analysis. These sites all used aliases. To further protect 
the anonymity of the authors, these aliases were removed and recoded as numbers 
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during the analysis then given new pseudonyms in the write up. Additionally, 
website names and identifying features were removed from the data and replaced 
with abbreviations such as ACON or PN or XXX. These measures were taken to 
protect, as far as possible, the identities of authors whose data was included in the 
current study. 
The risk that copyright may be breached in cases where copyright was not clear 
was addressed by using copyright release forms. All blog owners were required to 
sign a copyright release form and provide informed consent to their blogs being 
included in this study (see Appendix B, C & D). Any websites returning forms on 
which it was indicated that they only agreed to modifications such as ‘you must 
acknowledge the author, or the website name’ were eliminated from the study to 
ensure the rights and anonymity of the participants were protected. 
All data was stored using encrypted data software which was password 
protected and only accessed by the primary researcher and supervisors. The data was 
analysed using NVivo 10 software and Microsoft Word 2011. 
Analysis 
Guided by the principles of thematic analysis, data analysis in this study progressed 
through the following steps:  
1. Familiarising with data - The researcher read through the data to become 
familiar with it. She then wrote memos to document the initial ideas and to 
bracket and become aware of her personal perspectives and idiosyncratic lenses.  
2. Generating initial codes – The researcher read through each blog post and 
assigned codes to fragments of written narratives. When developing the initial 
codes the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965) was used, whereby 
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fragments of text are assigned to a code whilst comparing that fragment with 
others previously assigned to the same code.  In this way the parameters of each 
code were both defined and refined. The initial coding process resulted in an 
overall description of the data, including codes referring to different aspects in 
ACONs experiences, for example manipulation, relationships, abuse and 
symptoms. 
3. Searching for themes in data – The parameters of initial codes were discussed 
with the project’s supervisors and guided by that discussion the researcher 
grouped, merged and collapsed codes into themes and subthemes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006).  
4. Reviewing themes – In this step, the researcher returned to the broad research 
questions that guided the study and considered how the descriptive themes and 
subthemes developed in step 3 answered these questions. The emerging thematic 
structure was subsequently reviewed in light of the research questions focusing 
on the purposes of using blogs. The themes and subthemes were revised 
accordingly. 
5. Defining and naming the themes – Through discussions with supervisors the 
researcher defined and named the themes, subthemes and parameters to be 
included in the final thematic structure. 
These analytic steps yielded a thematic structure that included four themes, 
each with three subthemes. The four themes are outlined in diagrammatic format on 
the next page (see Figure 3.1) and discussed through illustrative sample quotations in 
chapter four. 
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Figure 3.1. Thematic map. 
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Chapter 4:  Results  
In approaching analysis of the data used in the current study, the following 
question was posed: why are ACONs blogging their autobiographies? The analysis 
subsequently gave rise to four main themes: (a) revealing their adversity (b) 
venting about their relationships, (c) rethinking their identity and (d) pursuing 
their healing. These themes were apparent in both modest and prolific blogs.  
Revealing Their Adversity 
In revealing their adversity ACONs are operating out of three main motivations in 
their blogging. First they appear to be revealing the ‘ACON’s truth’ about their 
adversity, second they appear to be seeking validation, and third they exhibit 
redirecting blame as a motivating factor for blogging about their adversity. In order 
to gain a comprehensive understanding of why ACONs are blogging about their 
adversity, it is first pertinent to understand there is much mention in the blogs of 
three tactics used by the PN, which are:  
(1) scapegoating or targeting an ACON for adversity; for example, Liz writes 
“whatever ‘it’ was...was always my fault. That's how life is for a scapegoat child 
in a narcissist's household”  
(2) interfering in relationships the ACON has by undermining them with lies 
manipulation and deceit; for example, Amethyst writes “I was kept away from 
others, family, friends, anyone who could have identified I was being abused or 
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neglected. Lying is one way that she (the perceived narcissist) creates conflict in 
the relationships and lives of those around her - she'll lie to them about what 
other people have said, what they've done, or how they feel.” 
(3) concealment and deniability by the PN of all their negative behaviours to others; 
for example, Rene writes  
My NM (narcissistic mother) has a very loving, caring and kind public 
face...If she's recently done something particularly egregious she may 
engage in preventative lying: she lies in advance to discount what you 
might say before you even say it. Then when you talk about what she 
did you'll be cut off with ‘I already know all about it…your mother 
told me... (self-justifications and lies).’ Because she is so careful about 
her deniability, it may be very hard to catch her in her lies and the 
more gullible of her friends may never realize how dishonest she is.. 
 
These tactics are all behaviours allegedly exhibited by the PN against the targeted 
ACON that sustain their severe adversity and enhance their motivation to blog about 
their adversity. This targeting is reported to occur consistently towards ACONs in 
both childhood and adulthood. For further explanation, see Appendix A and the next 
section on venting about difficult relationships. 
All of these factors contribute to taking away the voice of an ACON and not 
allowing them to experience their own truth of what occurred, or to experience being 
believed by others in order to receive validation or a voice to defend themselves. The 
three factors mentioned effectively curtail the usual avenues that children and adults 
may use for venting or seeking support, and that others usually turn to, such as 
talking to family and friends. Having this avenue closed off results in the ACON’s 
strong need for a platform to reveal their adversity which bypasses family and 
friends. As a result, ACONs who use autobiographical blogs reveal their adversity, 
often using grave and explicit detail. Furthermore, they specify minute details of the 
way they perceive the PN behaves and uses mind games to the ACON’s detriment.  
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 A strong need to express their ‘truth’ about the adversity they are revealing, 
from their perspective, is evident in this quote from a prolific blogger whose 
pseudonym is Rene; 
I haven't written in a while. I haven't felt the need. I write to help me 
release and speak my truth - the truth I have bottled up for years. I 
have had some dips, specifically last weekend, interestingly, it was 
preceded by a couple of drinks.  
 
This above quote exemplifies one of the reasons ACONs feel a strong need to 
reveal their adversity in their blogs when she states, “I write to help me release and 
speak my truth”. Autobiographical blogs appear to have become a platform for  
ACONs to release and express their truth about all that has occurred, and for which 
they have had no voice previously, consequently ‘bottling up’ for a long time. In 
expressing their truth about adversity they are revealing detailed descriptions of 
excessive and unjust punishment or revenge directed by the PN to the ACON. They 
are consistently reporting being targeted for unjust reasons. Additionally, in a public 
arena they are revealing strange, violating and manipulating behaviours directed by 
the PN at the ACONs during the ACON’s lifetime. These testaments are proclaimed 
as blogs that finally reveal the ‘truth’ of the ACON in relation to adversity that is 
reported to often occur in secret. These descriptions of adversity frequently hold 
intimate and personal details that are freely expressed publically, possibly showing 
the need to express their truth as stronger than their need to hide or omit details for 
public presentation. For example Belinda, a modest blogger, wrote the following 
after explaining in detail the psychological games and bizarre behaviours her PN 
father exhibited: 
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Then oh wait for it, before he moved out of the marriage to my mother 
he worked out if he touched me sexually I would tell. He then went 
and learnt hypnosis and had nights where we would all massage each 
other (yes naked family in the lounge room massaging feet and backs) 
then he would ask us all to listen to him and try to hypnotise us. The 
first time it didn't work so well and mum put a stop to it and my 
brother wasn't keen either. After that he sent my mother out to work 
on Saturdays at a magazine as a receptionist and sent my brother out 
to the sailing regatta so he could have my sister and I at home alone. 
He then hypnotised us and I can't really say what he did but I do recall 
me fighting very hard not to go under or be influenced and getting hit 
and told to shut up. I remember flashes of unspeakable sexual acts and 
more brainwashing. 
 
Belinda’s narrative explains in intimate detail how the whole family was reportedly 
involved initially in the hypnosis, which she stated later turned into sexual abuse. 
Belinda reported that the PN sent away family members who could oppose his 
actions and the details of where they were sent away to was recorded specifically. 
Details of surroundings and PNs actions are seen in many blogs, recorded in a factual 
way. All of this blogging about adversity in such a personal and detailed way 
emphasises how important it is for ACONs to find an outlet for their voice, to tell 
‘their truth’.  Many of the messages that reveal adversity appear to give a general 
sense that seeking validation is also a strong factor motivating ACONs to blog their 
autobiographical experiences. With this motivation, the self that is in the ACONS’ 
blogs analysed here is observably more vulnerable and self-deprecating than the 
‘managed’ persona normally evident in social presentations of self.   
It is possible that ACONs are seeking validation and presenting more of their 
vulnerable self in such a public arena in order to compensate for or outweigh their 
family’s lack of validation.. Rene, a prolific blogger, expresses this specifically:  
Over the last year, I have been honest and truthful about my suffering 
- to others as well, which is very uncharacteristic of me. I realise that 
this is my way of validating myself. I validate my feelings with hope 
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of an empathetic audience I set myself free from needing it from the 
origin of my suffering (from the PN).  
 
Hence, Rene is mentioning validation in an intangible yet assumed form, 
achieved through just knowing others read her blog and hoping they are empathic. 
Further validation is evidenced in the virtual community via responses given by 
others who did not write the autobiographies but who felt a need to respond to blogs 
they read. For example, a respondent replied to Amethyst’s blog revealing her 
perception of the adversity she suffered due to being too scared to tell her perceived 
narcissistic mother when she needed glasses, clothes or a doctor or dentist. Cecelia, a 
modest blogger, responded in the following manner: 
my God... it sounds exactly like my mother. I still remember having 
my toes bleeding because my only pair of shoes was way too tight... 
but I was terrified to tell my mother because I knew what would 
happen. I'm so sorry other kids had to go through the same type of 
torture that I went through. Sometimes I still wake up in the middle of 
the night screaming with nightmares. I hope someday I will heal from 
this. It's just too painful. 
 
Cecelia’s response is validating Amethyst’s experience as real but also 
believed and experienced in a similar way by Cecelia. It appears that ACONs are 
expressing their truth and seeking validation both by writing the blog and knowing 
others read it, and also by receiving posts from readers who affirm the narratives 
with their responses. The writing about such adversity and knowing others will read 
it is effectively seeking out others to ‘bear witness’ - understanding that others will 
comprehend your pain and connect with it.  Furthermore, respondents engage in 
mirroring by disclosing similar experiences and by describing the emotions they felt 
when reading the autobiographical narratives. This positive mirroring may not have 
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been received as children but can be received through blogging autobiographical 
blogs. In this process there is an opportunity for blog readers to bear witness, and for 
bloggers to have an experience of having been witnessed. 
In revealing their adversity, ACONs are also revealing how they were 
scapegoated or targeted by the PN. An important part of revealing their adversity 
appears to be about redirecting blame carried from difficult relationships. There are 
numerous instances in these blogs where redirecting blame is evidenced as a 
motivational factor for revealing adversity. It appears from these blogs that ACONs 
who are targeted for adversity are not given a chance or a voice to defend 
themselves, and that attempting to do so is often reported to have incited more 
adversity. Years later, these now adult individuals intimate that they have found a 
voice through blogging autobiographical narratives in which the blame is reassigned 
to its ‘rightful owner’, according to their perception. For example, Rene writes: 
She (PN mother) got up on the bed and jumped off the bed onto my 
head! When she jumped on my head and shoulders I pushed her up 
and off and she flew off, down and back onto the bed. When she 
landed she had hit her wrist on the headboard. This injured her wrist 
and she bruised it badly. Apparently, this is my fault. How can this be 
my fault? I told her if she doesn't want to get hurt then don't jump off 
beds on top of other people! For the next week or so she would hold 
her wrist with a pathetic, sad face and whimper as she looked at me 
trying to make me feel guilty. It's not working. She has no one to 
blame but herself. 
 
In this example Rene clearly indicates how she did not initiate the contact and 
was only defending herself, yet was blamed for her mother’s injury. Her outrage at 
being blamed is expressed in this blog with initial sarcasm and then a revealing 
question, which begins the process of redirecting blame when she writes “Apparently 
this is my fault. How can this be my fault?” Rene then goes on to justify how it is not 
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her fault while also describing the PN’s manipulation in trying to get Rene to believe 
it was her fault. Rene concludes this post with a definitive statement, which redirects 
the blame when she writes “She has no one to blame but herself.” 
It would appear that the blogs become an avenue through which redirecting 
blame is not just aimed at the PN but to all parties involved. For example, Rene 
writes about her father’s and sibling’s roles when they enabled the PN to punish her 
unjustly: 
Enablers are Abusers Too - Note to Nablers (Narcissist Enablers), 
Quit whining that I'm "blaming you for what the abuser did." No, I'm 
not. I'm blaming you for what YOU did, and her for what SHE did. 
What she did is not your fault, but what YOU did, IS. When an abuser 
mistreats someone and you defend her or make excuses for her, I'm 
blaming you for defending the indefensible and excusing the 
inexcusable. I'm not blaming you for her actions. When a backstabber 
goes around telling lies about someone you know, and you don't speak 
out and correct those lies, then you are just as guilty as the liar. You 
contributed to ruining the victim's reputation just as much as she did. 
You weren't the one who told the lies, but you allowed them to go 
unchallenged and be believed. You didn't do the right thing, and yes, I 
blame you for that. 
 
Rene’s clear redirection of blame in this example spells out that she does not 
perceive herself as redirecting blame unfairly or to the wrong people, as she writes 
“I'm blaming you for what YOU did, and her for what SHE did”. Moreover, Rene 
and other ACON bloggers are not blaming the PN for everything, but are blaming 
each person in the narcissistic system for their role in the creation and maintenance 
of the adversity that is being revealed.  
These blogs reveal extreme emotional adversity is reported by ACONs in 
interactions with the PN, even after they leave home.  This leads to a drive by these 
ACONs to find a voice using an appropriate platform, such as blogs, so they can 
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reveal their truth, seek validation and redirect blame whilst revealing the adversity 
they experienced at a time when they were voiceless and powerless. It appears that 
during the process of an ACON revealing their adversity they are also lead to express 
and focus on venting about their difficult relationships. 
Venting About Their Difficult Relationships 
When venting about their difficult relationships in autobiographical blogs, 
ACONs expressed their difficulties through three subthemes: first, ACONs appeared 
to reassess their relationship with their PN parent; second, they revealed family 
dynamics; and third, revealed the reach of the narcissistic system. The data used in 
the current study shows that where others may vent safely to friends, family 
members and/or therapists, these avenues have been cut off for most ACONs, 
leaving them voiceless and with no platform to vent or express. Creatively, ACONs 
have been individually and collectively using blogs to fulfil these needs. 
When reassessing their relationship with their PN parent there are many 
instances in which ACONs actively assess whether to minimise or sever the 
relationship with their PN parent. Many exhibit a paradox of wanting to stop all 
further adversity and manipulation by ending the relationship, yet struggling to do so. 
Furthermore, in the struggle to end the relationships with the PN, ACONs frequently 
report feeling the pull to return because the manipulation and/or stalking from the PN 
is emotionally exploitative. In their blogs the majority of ACONs indicated that they 
feel the pain of the manipulation acutely and desire to stop this pain as much as they 
desire to stop the contact, two motives which are in direct opposition to one another. 
ACONs appear to be turning to autobiographical blogging to vent about the paradox 
 Chapter 4: Results : Under the Skin of Narcissistic Kin: a Thematic Enquiry into the Use of Online Blogs by 
Adult Children of Perceived Narcissists 
 
 55 
faced. After reporting that she has unofficially gone ‘no contact’ with her PN mother 
Skye writes: 
I haven't "officially" gone NC, (No Contact with PN) but that is what 
will happen, de facto, if I don't initiate contact, because I have set 
some boundaries with n/mom (who lives 2000 miles away) in an 
email, and she will now stonewall me unless I come back with my tail 
between my legs. I know coming back will be tempting, because I still 
want to believe she is the deeply caring, albeit damaged, person she 
thinks she is. She's damaged alright, and deeply caring - but only 
about herself! Also, my much younger 1/2 brothers live with her, and I 
may be tempted to cave into her so that they don't think I'm evil like 
she of course is telling them I am. 
 
This quote illustrates that Skye, like other bloggers, reports being torn between 
wanting to believe her PN mother is deeply caring and also facing the reality that her 
PN mother does not have empathy for anyone but herself. The oscillation between 
returning and staying away is heightened by the knowledge that saying no to a 
relationship with the PN also means she will be punished. This resultant punishment 
that Skye reports, exploitatively positions her where, in order to break contact with 
the PN, she will also need to deny herself other relationships, such as those with her 
younger half-brothers, who Skye believes will be manipulated and turned against her 
by her PN mother.  
 Alternatively, in cases where this paradoxical struggle appears to have been 
resolved by the ACONs, they are blogging about very final and in some cases very 
protective behaviours, which sever the relationship with the PN parent all together. 
For example Ogun, a modest blogger, writes  
I never want to see my mum and when I start having kids, I will turn 
on her and attack her physically like a werewolf if I see her around my 
children. Nobody but my immediate family understands why I hate 
her so much, they always say I'm a bad child because God 
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commanded us to honour our parents, however, if I had listened to 
them, I probably would have committed suicide long time ago. 
 
This extract draws attention to how fiercely protective (attack like a werewolf) 
some ACONs become of their children and family once they have resolved the 
dilemma of whether to communicate or not with the PN parent. This may be a 
protective measure to prevent the PN undermining further relationships in retaliation, 
or an act of revenge against the PN by denying them access to relationships with 
grandchildren. Ogun’s narrative highlights his perception that few people understand 
how dangerous the PN’s behaviour can be, except for immediate family who have 
not been shielded from the PN’s true motives and ruthless behaviour. Other ACONs 
reported very similar protective responses and indications that the PN’s behaviour is 
perceived as dangerous, exploitative and ruthless. Many indicated that some family 
members did not even recognise the danger. Frequent warnings about the lengths 
PNs go to to turn their grandchildren against the ACONs were found in the blogs and 
blog responses and are reported under subtheme explaining the reach of the 
narcissistic system. 
ACON bloggers are showing a strong motivation to vent about difficult 
relationships, particularly that with the PN. Interestingly, in this analysis, bloggers 
appear to exhibit only two responses to the difficulties of contact with the PN parent, 
that of the paradoxical struggle of severing contact versus returning with filial 
passivity, and that which is an exhibition of aggression in the finality of their 
decision to sever contact and maintain this state. It appears that those who are not or 
have not been through this paradoxical struggle are not blogging about reassessing 
their relationship with their PN parent in blogs.  This paradoxical struggle at first 
appears as a simplistic problem concerning a difficult relationship with the PN. 
 Chapter 4: Results : Under the Skin of Narcissistic Kin: a Thematic Enquiry into the Use of Online Blogs by 
Adult Children of Perceived Narcissists 
 
 57 
However, once bloggers begin to reveal the family dynamics and the reach of the 
narcissistic system, a bigger picture of the underlying complexity of this issue and 
the reasons for the oscillation emerges. 
When venting about their difficult relationships, ACONs appear to be actively 
revealing the family dynamics and conceptualising them to make sense of the 
difficult relationships within the family. These narratives about adversity reveal the 
way the authors are treated poorly while also communicating their struggles and 
decrying family relationships to other ACONs. 
Through untextualisation and homophily, these blogs are revealing the concept 
of a narcissistic family system and the dynamics within it, which are reported to be 
set up by the PN to manipulate and control family members more effectively and 
discourage alliances amongst family members. Frequent references to this family 
system were made using words which are indigenous to the ACON community, such 
as scapegoats, ‘golden children’ and Nablers (see Appendix A for a definition). It 
appears that using this terminology and venting about these relationships is important 
to ACONs and serves to unite people with similar experiences. Using specific terms 
and concepts partially discourages outsiders while promoting cohesion within their 
community. It also provides an abbreviated style of communicating about large 
concepts that are frequently discussed, such as these roles within the family. These 
words are all names for different roles assigned to people in the family of origin 
according to the way the PN treats them, and the way they respond to the PN. 
According to bloggers, the children of the PN are divided into roles named the 
Scapegoat and the Golden Child. Rene, a prolific blogger who is a self-identified 
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Scapegoat, outlines the perceived roles of children and the way they relate when she 
blogs; 
My GCbro (Golden Child Brother) was the star of her (PN) life. I 
resented that little brat so bad growing up. It was things like he could 
go into the store with mom and I'd have to sit in the car waiting. He'd 
come out with a treat and there would be none for me. He slept in my 
mom's bed until he was like 10 years old... He went everywhere with 
her... Attached at the hip and she loved it that way. If he made a mess, 
I'd have to clean it up. If I failed to clean his mess, I'd get the shit 
beaten out of me. I was often left behind at random people's houses, 
friends of friends, neighbours and even on my own for extended 
periods of time but she'd take him! Yes, I did feel abused by my 
GCbro. I believe he would set me up for failure. He seemed to enjoy 
watching me get hit. 
 
This highlights the perception of some ACONs that different children in the 
family were assigned specific roles and that children in these roles were treated 
differently, in accordance with the PN’s favouritism. In giving these roles names, 
there is a possible process whereby the bloggers are able to step outside their 
treatment and look at it from a more external perspective, labelling it and thus putting 
distance between themselves and the reason they are treated this way. This is part of 
the catharsis of venting about difficult relationships. 
 The majority of bloggers self-identified as scapegoats and one author self-
identified as a ‘Golden Child’, indicating this data analysis is predominantly from the 
perspective of the Scapegoated ACONs. Furthermore, the data used is from ACONs 
who had up to one sibling. The composition of the family of origin was never more 
than mother, father and two children. Sometimes only one parent was mentioned, so 
it is not known from this data whether other roles exist if more children are in the 
family. It is noted that the autobiographical blogs all revealed consistent favouritism 
of the Golden Child by the PN, coupled with negative treatment of the Scapegoat. 
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Scapegoat authors frequently indicated they received unjust punishment for things 
outside their control and for the Golden Child’s wrong doings. This theoretical 
pattern was presented as a strong part of how the family dynamics worked for the PN 
and against the Scapegoat. Furthermore, reports of the Golden Child’s behaviour 
towards the scapegoat within the family system indicates that the Golden Child will 
often form a strong alliance with the PN against the Scapegoat, and may at times 
collude with the PN to set the Scapegoat up to get in further trouble. Rene explains 
“Sometimes the narcissist's golden child will be encouraged to abuse the scapegoat”. 
All of the Scapegoat authors and the one Golden Child author reported the PN 
parent to be more active and the Nabler parent to be more passive in their collusion 
with the dynamics of the narcissistic family system. For example, Elizabeth, a 
prolific blogger, wrote: 
In spite of (my father the Nabler) his drunkenness and physical 
punishments of me as a child, I don’t think he was psychopathic. 
Under all that anger, I think he cared about me and the (grand) 
children. But he was deep down a weak man who always allowed 
himself to be manipulated by narcissistic women. 
 
This quote emphasises the manipulation a PN may use on the Nabler, in 
addition to the Golden Child, to carry out their reported abusive or poor treatment of 
the Scapegoat.  
Alternatively, a few ACON reports indicated that the Nabler, who is the non-
PN parent, did not know about the abuse because the PN lied, manipulated and 
deceived them.  Amethyst, a prolific blogger, outlines: 
I was forbidden to tell my father what she did to me...if he knew and 
confronted her, she would know I told and the next time she had me 
alone, I would have gotten yet another beating….Since I seldom wore 
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clothes that showed the bruises and welts and I never said a thing 
about the abuse, I am pretty sure my father wasn't even aware of it. 
 
This quote by Amethyst accentuates the isolation and voicelessness reported by 
Scapegoats who have no one to turn to about the abusive behaviour directed towards 
them by the PN and the Golden Child, and in some cases the Nabler. In cases where 
the Nabler may potentially be a help to the Scapegoat, the PN is reported to either 
alienate them emotionally from the Scapegoat, such as in Amethyst’s example above, 
or to physically alienate the Nabler from the scapegoat such as in Ogun’s comment, 
“She (PN) separated from my dad (Nabler) since we were kids and she always told 
us there were witches in my dad's family that wanted to kill us,” indicating the length 
a PN could go to in order to isolate the Scapegoat from any potential help or 
alliances. This effectively closes off all avenues through which the Scapegoat may 
have a voice or seek help, leading to a need as adults to vent about and reveal their 
family dynamics, as well as the extent of the isolation and voicelessness precipitated 
by the family’s dynamics. The family dynamics blogged about are complex and 
difficult to comprehend, which explains the motivation for ACONs to vent about 
their difficult relationships to others who may have experienced similarly complex 
family dynamics.  
Overall authors consistently indicate that the roles assigned within the family, 
which increase the discordant family dynamics, do not disappear even in adulthood. 
However, subtle changes were reported in the transition from child to adulthood, 
such as physical abuse or punishment abating or being replaced by subtle, yet 
powerful emotional manipulation and blackmail. When venting about relationships 
and revealing family dynamics, which include her sister, the Golden Child and her 
PN mother, Rene shares: 
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What I actually discovered is the abuse continued in the present (adult 
life), the tactics had just changed. Now I was being emotionally 
abused by way of manipulation, guilt inducing, passive-aggressive 
tendencies sprinkled with projection and coupled with indifference 
and invalidation towards my feelings about it all.  
 
When venting about their difficult relationships and revealing their family 
dynamics, the bloggers were outlining the core of a narcissistic system and the 
dynamics within it. This system does not stop at the core, however, but collects those 
in its pathway much like a tornado. When venting about their difficult relationships, 
ACONs were also revealing the reach of the narcissistic system. The reach of the 
narcissistic system includes boyfriends, aunts and uncles, grandparents, family 
friends and grandchildren. This narcissistic system is reported to reach trans-
generationally into the ACON’s life to pervasively disrupt it. For example, Ruth 
states, “My grandparents are the same way (as the PN mother). It’s like I’m being 
gaslighted by my entire family, except for my father (Nabler). In their eyes, nothing 
is as bad as I think it is.” 
Ruth clearly perceives that the PN not only interferes in her relationships with 
her grandparents by undermining them, but also involves them in the broader 
narcissistic system, which supports the PN’s behaviour and undermines Ruth, the 
Scapegoat, by holding her responsible for all things bad, whether real or fabricated 
by the PN to control the system. Ruth is indicating that when the PN adds little 
details to the telling of an event, or omits details to recount the event in the PN’s 
favour, her grandparents support this adjustment of reality, making her question her 
own reality. This is essentially how gaslighting works (see Appendix A for definition 
of gaslighting). 
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Further evidence of the intergenerational reach of the narcissistic system is 
provided by an ACON named Mabel, when she shares: 
My NM succeeded in drawing my daughter in, and then my daughter 
drew in one of her brothers. As a result, my daughter received half of 
my NM's 6-figure estate (the other half going to my GCBro), which 
she uses to control her brothers. I do not know how to tell you to fight 
back. If your daughter is a young child, end all communication 
between them and keep them apart; if she is not, then I must warn you 
that even truth, evidence, and witnesses cannot help you if your 
daughter is successfully drawn in by your NM...I had all of them and 
what I now have is a dead NM and a living clone of her in the person 
of my daughter, who continues spreading her poison 15 years after the 
old bat's death. NM has been gone nearly 15 years and the rift with my 
daughter appears to be irreparable.  
 
This example from Mabel, a modest blogger, shows how strong the PN’s 
manipulation effects can be and how far they reach in this narcissistic system, 
turning people against the Scapegoat (i.e. Mabel) for expressing her truth.  The 
presence of evidence and witnesses is considered of no help when someone is drawn 
into the narcissistic system. The example also demonstrates intergenerational 
transmission, where the PN forms alliances with generations below the Scapegoat 
where possible, such as the PN’s grandchildren. 
It was further reported that PNs draw others beyond the family into the 
narcissistic system. According to the ACON accounts analysed in the current study, 
the PN often recruits people to do their ‘dirty work’ to mask their ‘malignant 
intentions’. The indigenous name ACON bloggers use for this recruited role is the 
Flying Monkey, taken from the flying monkeys in the Wizard of Oz who were under 
the witch’s spell and did all the nasty work of kidnapping, undermining and causing 
havoc. Elizabeth, a prolific blogger, illustrates 
 Chapter 4: Results : Under the Skin of Narcissistic Kin: a Thematic Enquiry into the Use of Online Blogs by 
Adult Children of Perceived Narcissists 
 
 63 
In 2003 PN brought in the flying monkeys. A couple at his job who 
had a daughter (ACON B’s) age had been evicted and without talking 
to me first he invited them to move in, which meant Dean (ACON A) 
had to move out of his room and sleep in the master bedroom and  
Gabe (PN) and I slept on the couch, …the next two weeks were 
torture. Gabe and his flying monkey amped up the volume to full blast 
on their mind games and gaslighting, and the shitty car I had access to 
was taken away from me so I couldn’t leave until they wanted me to. 
(Flying Monkey) took away my car keys. If I needed something, I had 
to ask for it. I was a prisoner in my own home. I’m convinced they 
wanted to keep me around just to torment me. 
 
This excerpt indicates that the PN draws whoever they want into the 
narcissistic system and effectively manipulates those people to either join, support or 
at least not oppose the PN’s behaviour and oppression of the Scapegoat. This is noted 
in the way the family guest becomes the flying monkey and takes power over 
Elizabeth by controlling the car keys and playing mind games and gaslighting. It is 
not indicated in the data whether PNs only choose those they can manipulate to draw 
in to the narcissistic system, whether those who can’t be manipulated are 
excluded/scapegoated, or whether the PN can manipulate everyone. The unresolved 
conflict from the damage caused by PNs’ use of power is clearly illustrated when 
ACONs blog about their Nabler parent being manipulated, or divorced and 
excommunicated from their lives by the PN. 
In summary, blog analysis conducted as part of the current study indicates that 
ACONs start exploring their relationship with the PN, which leads them to explore 
the family system dynamics, which in turns leads them to exploring the reach of the 
narcissistic system. All of this exploration impacts on the ACONs’ individual 
identity and self-perception, which leads to them rethinking their identity. 
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Rethinking Their Identity 
Evidence of rethinking their identity within the ACONs autobiographical 
blogs can be divided into three conceptual phases of, Expressing their Misshapen 
Identity, Repositioning Themselves and Testing their New Identity. 
Research on social media indicates that forming and refining an online identity 
is a large part of using social media within the narrative sandbox (Kotliar, 2015). 
Blogs by ACONs indicate, however, that ACONs’ experimental identities leave the 
sandbox at times and become part of their non-virtual world. The blogs 
predominantly portray a sense that the individual and social identity of an ACON is 
greatly affected by the adversity and difficult relationships they encounter in their 
upbringing. A large part of their blogging includes expressing their misshapen 
identity, at times meshing with revealing the adversity that contributed greatly to this 
misshaping. At other times, the misshaping is subtle and comes in the form of 
inculcation from the PN. Frequent references to self-hatred, not being good enough, 
suicide and self-harming are made, all in reference to the ACONs’ individual 
identity. Low functionality is expressed as an additional part of their misshapen 
identity. This quote below from Belinda, a modest blogger, illustrates the process she 
experienced and how misshapen her identity became:  
Sometimes he would brainwash me about who I was, trying to make 
me be a mini him. He would make me repeat things at night like "I am 
the apple of my fathers eye" and "I can do anything that's possible" 
but mostly it was stuff like "I am responsible for making my father 
miserable and I am nasty." or "I am a lazy child who will amount to 
nothing." or "I am crazy despite my parents attempts to help me." 
……At 13 I began the suicide mission again because I loathed myself 
so much that I didn't want to live and didn't want to try anymore….. 
Everything bad in him he told me I was. I believed him. I internalised 
all of his bad stuff and thought that was what I was and no matter 
what I did good it always became something bad about me.  
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Belinda outlines clearly how inculcation was used to shape her negative self-
perception. This inculcation was reported to be used in ‘brainwashing sessions’, 
which were more formal. Additionally, inculcation was reported to be used in a more 
subtle way when her PN father projected his ‘bad self’ onto her, further reinforcing 
her negative perception of herself and misshaping her identity. This experience 
appears to be reported repeatedly by Scapegoats and consistently by both prolific and 
modest bloggers. Belinda expresses how warped her individual identity became 
when she mentions (after a suicide attempt at 9) how she attempted suicide again at 
13 because she loathed herself so much, stating, “I believed him. I internalised all of 
this bad stuff and thought that was what I was”. There were numerous instances 
where suicide was mentioned in relation to a misshapen identity in ACONs’ blogs, 
and many similar reports of brainwashing and inculcation contributing to misshapen 
identities. 
Additionally, the ACONs, both modest and prolific publishers, consistently 
reported feeling invalidated as a person, self-blame, low self-confidence, self-hatred, 
and worthlessness, all of which indicate a misshapen identity. This is well illustrated 
by a quote from Rene. 
I was faced with - depression, anxiety, confidence, low self-esteem 
which was driven by feelings of worthlessness and lack of self-love or 
compassion for myself... which was being acted on by smoking 
cigarettes, over indulging in alcohol, self harming and basically, 
feeling like it would be better to die rather than to live. 
 
Rene’s words highlight the misshaping effects on her identity, which manifest 
in a variety of forms of self-harming. Similar symptoms of a misshapen identity are 
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reported by most other ACONs in their blogs. This misshapen identity is strongly 
linked with the adversity they experience and the role in the narcissistic system they 
are assigned by the PN, which in turn dictates how they are treated by others in the 
extended family system.   
 In the ‘expressing misshapen identity’ phase, ACONs recognise their 
existential damage and self-harming behaviour. In the next conceptual phase of 
rethinking their identity, ACONs appear to be repositioning themselves. This phase 
has two points of awareness that contribute to the repositioning. The first point is 
reaching an understanding that their parent is a perceived narcissist, and the second is 
realising that they have been assigned a role that dictates what and who they are, but 
that may be incorrect. These two points of awareness are reported to have profound 
effects on ACONs, in terms of repositioning themselves in relation to their own 
perception of their individual identity and their worldview. For example Elizabeth, a 
prolific blogger, indicates the profound change she experienced when she realised 
her mother’s behavior could be well explained and understood if she thought of her 
as a malignant narcissist when she writes: 
I’ve been reading everything I can get my hands on about malignant 
narcissism and psychopathy, and that rather than me being at fault for 
my “bad choices,” as both my parents love to remind me (and had 
convinced me was the truth), I’m not really the one with the 
personality issue that got me into so much trouble throughout my 
adult life. 
 
In this excerpt, Elizabeth clearly indicates that discovering and reading about 
malignant narcissism helped her realise that a lot of the blame she received and 
absorbed into her ‘personality’ or individual identity was misdirected; that she wasn’t 
actually the cause of most of the problems as she had previously believed. Many 
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ACONs, both prolific and modest bloggers, described the realisation that they were 
not at fault for all the adversity and difficult relationships within their family. Rather, 
their parents’ behaviour was better understood when perceived as an array of 
difficult narcissistic, possibly personality disordered behaviours. These revelations 
repeatedly caused ACONs to begin repositioning their perception of their parents’ 
identity, along with their own identity in relation to their parents’. This resulted, 
typically, in a paradigm shift in which the ACON realises that they came from a very 
dysfunctional family, in contrast to what they were told. For example, Chris, who 
self-identifies as a Golden Child and is a modest blogger, writes of the impact this 
repositioning has on his individual identity, worldview and perception of reality: 
 (realising my family was a narcissistic system) caused me to walk 
around for almost 24 hours feeling as if I were made of glass, and 
anytime soon I would shatter and end up in shards at a mental 
hospital. But with help from my therapist I succeeded to change the 
picture to one of me breaking through the glass walls of deception into 
the real world (like Neo in “The Matrix” when he wakes up on board 
Morpheus' ship). 
 
Chris, being a self-identified Golden Child, has his identity tied up in the 
narcissistic system in a different way to that of a Scapegoat. Chris lived in a reality 
where he was rarely corrected or disciplined and was convinced he had an ideal life.  
Chris is detailing the acute pain that occurred upon realising that his family is not as 
perfect as he was told growing up, which lead to him repositioning himself and the 
paradigm which he lives out of, into a new paradigm incorporating a more difficult 
reality and worldview. Chris indicates the severity of this destabilisation of identity 
when he relates that he needed help from his therapist to get through this radical 
repositioning.  
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The paradigm shift caused by realising that the PN parent rules an unfair 
system and that their parents’ behaviour may have a label that removes fault from the 
ACON can lead to more reading of social media sites in order to understand more. 
ACONs predominantly report that through such sites they gain a conceptual 
framework and linguistic code to explain and understand how each family member is 
assigned a role (see Venting About Their Difficult Relationships). When Chris blogs 
about his experience as a Golden Child, he is able to give his version of what is 
going on in the family, and what is happening to his identity, using terminology that 
he did not previously have access to. Effectively, he is able to position himself as a 
‘whistle blower’ and, hence, in a position of empowerment compared to his previous 
position of going blindly along with the family system and believing and defending 
its lies, despite the cost to his marital relationship. 
In labelling their role as Scapegoat or Golden Child, ACONs are able to 
symbolise and possibly externalise this role and view it from the adjusted perspective 
of an outsider to the family. This external perspective is reported to bring further 
reinforcement and revelation to ACONs that they are most often not to blame and not 
responsible for the family’s problems. In the case of self-identifying as a scapegoat, 
this enables the ACONs to reposition their identity from the bad child of the family 
unfairly assigned to them by the PN into a more realistic self-perception, which 
incorporates not always being bad. For example Rene writes; 
 
My mother never held back telling me what a worthless piece of shit I 
was when I was growing up. I never did anything good and the only 
time I ever got attention was bad attention. Being the scapegoat meant 
my only worth was derived by what I could do for her. 
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In this excerpt, Rene is outlining the old identity pushed upon her by the PN when 
she writes, “what a worthless piece of shit I was” and then labels herself as the 
scapegoat. In identifying as the scapegoat, a label for her misshapen identity, Rene is 
positioning herself at the bottom of the family hierarchy, which is synonymous with 
her sense of self-worth. Amethyst, another blogger, adds, “Narcissistic parents put 
themselves first and if you are the scapegoat child, everything you need is 
unreasonable to them.” In using the term scapegoat, Rene and Amethyst are also re-
defining this word according to the ACON context, by implying that it is a word to 
collectively represent the multiple experiences that they have described prior to these 
selected excerpts, and which other ACONs would recognise and have also 
experienced.  
Being able to position themselves outside the system also allows the ACONs to 
view with greater objectivity not only their own role in this system, but how the PN 
organises and exploits the system as a whole. For example, it is perceived that the PN 
not only treats each ACON differently, but that s/he wields power by pitting different 
children against each other – the scapegoat versus golden child dynamic 
Incorporating this realisation into their worldview helps the ACONs to re-evaluate 
where they place their hope, which results in gaining back their power, creating 
empowerment.  
Rene and other ACONs who have traversed through a more advanced phase of 
rethinking their identity mention repositioning themselves, in relation to reality and 
to the narcissistic system, by acknowledging that they cannot blame their PN for 
their own actions. These bloggers are in fact moving away from being the victim 
towards consolidating empowerment within themselves. Rene writes: 
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What I have recognized is that you are not responsible for my mental 
state now. You are not responsible for my own self-attacking 
behaviours I do when I am feeling unworthy and afraid. You won't be 
able to give me what I need. You will not change. I thought you had 
changed. What I realize is that I CHANGED. Because I changed, I 
thought you had changed too. You haven't changed. You are the same 
person you've always been. I am upset with myself for fooling myself 
that you had. 
 
Rene is indicating she is repositioning herself when she writes ‘I CHANGED’ 
and also ‘you are not responsible for my mental state now’. This suggests she has 
repositioned her view of who to blame. Furthermore, Rene is showing in her 
repositioning that she has reached a type of acceptance that helps her know her PN 
mother will not change, and that she can subsequently act on the basis of this 
realisation. While she remains waiting for her mother to give her what she needs she 
is powerless as a victim. Rene has repositioned herself into a more powerful, 
proactive position.  
On the basis of their new identity positioning, some ACONs were able to 
effectively continue onto the third phase of rethinking their identity to emerge from 
these autobiographical blogs: testing their new identity. Some ACONs give explicit 
descriptions of testing their new identity and the results of doing this. For example, a 
modest blogger named Chris repositioned himself from a warped reality into a more 
well-adjusted reality where he did not hide from the truth about his family and then 
was able to ‘stand his ground’ when testing his new individual identity. He writes; 
But after I decided to stand my ground and live through these ordeals, 
I completely unexpectedly began to experience a whole new 
sensation: I no longer felt afraid of other people! Colleagues, 
bypassing strangers, even friends – I became an equal instead of 
feeling distorted – the state of mind that formerly completely steered 
my behaviour in compulsive and destructive ways. From then on I 
have begun training ways to switch from being in the state of fear, 
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guilt and obligation (FOG) to being just me – knowing I have the right 
to be so, with my good sides and bad sides like everybody else – 
finally building my own Identity. 
 
When testing his new identity, Chris found unexpected freedom and healing 
upon standing his ground in this new paradigm and repositioned identity. This 
process of rethinking his identity and testing it out affected him profoundly because 
his identity had changed internally. 
Bloggers who mentioned or demonstrated testing of their new identity 
frequently described outcomes including no longer blaming everything on 
themselves, shedding shame, no longer being the person they were told they were, 
and claiming parts of themselves back that they had exiled. Such parts included their 
ability to defend themselves, their ability to have a voice and, in Rene’s case, her 
name, which was tied up with a part of her identity she was ashamed of previously. 
Rene writes: 
I am me I've taken my name back. I realize that I have gone by 
nicknames and put on masks, as I was ashamed of myself. I didn't 
want to be connected to the name, which bore my shame, but I've 
taken this back now. I want to be me again and I have let go of my 
shame. This shame is not mine, nor has it ever been mine. It belongs 
to the people who abused me. It feels a little weird being called and 
referred to as my real name.... Even my husband says it looking 
forward to being me, just as I am.... With my history and with my 
story. I've arrived. This is me 
 
This quote from Rene’s blog indicates her initial misshapen identity contained 
a lot of shame and that she used masks and nicknames to put distance between 
herself and that misshapen part of herself, which she had exiled. After realising she 
was not the one to blame for everything and that she had actually managed very well 
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under adverse circumstances, Rene repositioned the way she sees herself and those 
around her. This resulted in her being able to reclaim some of her previously exiled 
parts, symbolised by her name. Testing her new identity involved using her real 
name once again, but without the shame she previously attached to it. 
Interestingly, with regard to rethinking their identity, ACONs reveal in their 
blogs that they undertake this via their blogs and not by discussing it with the family 
or the narcissistic system. For example Rene, a prolific blogger writes: 
I also considered sharing with her  [narcissistic mother] this blog. I 
don't think I will though. A part of me wants her to see all of this - 
because she is steadfast in her commitment to be in denial and 
yesterday she told me she's, "Always honest." THAT RIGHT THERE 
IS A LIE. 
 
  There are direct reports and implications of both prolific and modest bloggers 
who are ACONs, using blogs as a safe way to identify their misshapen identity, 
reposition themselves and test their new identity, but without letting their family 
know about this blogging process or the spaces they use on social media sites to 
grapple with any of these ACON issues. This implies that the repositioning and new 
identity are repositioned outside the family and narcissistic system rather than within 
it.  
In summary, autobiographical blogs are being used effectively by both prolific 
and modest bloggers who are ACONs to rethink their identity in ways that are at 
times are powerful and cathartic. This process of rethinking their identity appears to 
occur in three conceptual phases, of expressing their misshapen identity, 
repositioning themselves and testing their new identity, and links closely with the 
next theme of pursuing their healing. 
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Pursuing Their Healing 
Analysis of the ACONS’ autobiographical blogs also revealed that they use 
this forum to explore and share symptoms, healing experiences and concepts, and to 
help others while healing themselves. Furthermore, ACONs who are blogging are at 
different stages of healing. Some ACONs are beginning their journey of pursuing 
healing while others are much further along this journey and have tested their new 
identity, vented their adversity and extracted themselves from the reach of the 
narcissistic system. Within this mix of blog messages, three clear reasons for 
blogging about pursuing healing are demonstrated. They are voicing their symptom 
experiences, gaining support and becoming the supported supporter.  
When pursuing their healing, both prolific and modest bloggers are exploring 
their symptoms by expressing and giving voice to their symptoms and the 
experiences associated with those symptoms in blogs. They are gaining support in 
the form of debriefing, using blogs as sounding boards, reducing isolation, gaining 
validation, and having others bear witness and mirror. Simultaneously, ACONs are 
becoming the supported supporter whereby they encourage, advise, warn and 
support others, while traversing their own journey.   
When exploring symptoms, ACONs are grappling with the difficult and at 
times perplexing array of symptoms and are using their own and others’ blogs to find 
others who have experienced similar symptoms. For example Belinda, a modest 
blogger shares her symptoms,  
Being an ACON just made me really bad at relationships, chemically 
unbalanced (PTSD, GAD and eccentric) and I have no doubt that even 
though I couldn't pinpoint particular abuse at the time or even as an 
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adult - I thought it was me overreacting (he told me so) - I was abused 
in ways that my mind couldn't take. 
 
 In this excerpt, Belinda is describing her symptoms and the difficulty of not 
being able to pinpoint abuse, which could be contributing directly to the existence of 
these symptoms. She then concludes, “I was abused in ways my mind could not 
take,” referring to the less tangible psychological abuse that she had previously 
described in her blog. It is possibly the intangibility of psychological abuse, and its 
consequent symptoms, which most needed a voice because Belinda reported that she 
was not safe to express or even show these symptoms in her family of origin, and 
they gain little to no recognition, unlike physical violence which often does get 
recognition by the public. Moreover, sharing heavy subjects frequently with friends 
may erode the friendships she has with non-ACONs. Belinda uses blogging as her 
platform to safely express and explore her symptoms and experiences. Many ACONs 
express similar things in similar ways in their autobiographical blogs, thus creating a 
support network and social identity which appears to reveal vulnerability of aspects 
of their real self, which in turn influences their individual identity and healing of it. 
This quote below by a prolific blogger named Elizabeth illustrates another way 
symptoms and experiences of those symptoms are expressed, and support is 
accessed, through this process. She writes: 
I hid in the bedroom closet and stayed there for hours in a kind of 
catatonic trance. It’s hard to explain now, but I was so profoundly 
depressed I couldn’t feel anything anymore. I felt dead, like I had no 
soul. In fact I was living with an emotional vampire (PN) who was 
sucking all the life out of me. I was admitted to the psychiatric ward 
of the hospital and was there for a month, then continued as an 
outpatient for another two. They diagnosed me with Major 
Depression, PTSD, and Borderline personality disorder (this was later 
changed to Avoidant PD). 
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In this blog excerpt, Elizabeth is sharing her experience and, by knowing others 
are bearing witness to her ordeal, she gains validation, empathy and mirroring. 
Furthermore, she is giving her story to others who may need to read of similar 
experiences to their own in order to support their own healing and help them feel part 
of the community of support that ACONs provide each other. 
Many of the blogs mention psychiatric symptoms and issues manifesting from 
the experience of being an ACON. Among the most commonly mentioned symptoms 
are constant anxiety, complex post-traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD) and other 
general trauma symptoms such as hyper-vigilance, cognitive dissonance and stress. 
These symptoms are voiced in blogs and the sharing of similar experiences brings a 
sense of uniting and bonding, which ACONs consistently report they have not 
experienced in their families of origin.  
In autobiographical blogs and responses by ACONs, some people are sharing 
their vulnerability and gaining support in this sharing process. In this quote below, 
Ruth, a modest blogger shares her experiences and her oscillation between fear and 
needing a therapist, then asks for support in the form of advice.  
 
I have been to therapy over and over and each time I give up because I 
never really understood the root of my anxiety, depression and my 
inability to function in everyday life. My therapists have told me 
things I already know: exercise, meditate, take these medications. 
Consequently, since they see I am smart enough to understand what 
they are saying, they believe I am really not as troubled as I think I 
am. I tend to agree, and go back to thinking, “What do I have to be sad 
about? I have my whole life ahead of me, I just have to stop being lazy 
and self-pitying myself.” I do this cyclically, suffering breakdowns, 
feeling guilt for being weak enough to let such small things bring me 
down, moving on, and suffering a breakdown again…. I don’t know 
where to turn anymore. I know I need therapy, but I also know there 
will not be a therapist who is qualified enough to understand my 
situation in my area. I live in a rural area, most doctors and 
 76 
 Chapter 4: Results 
psychiatrists move away for better-paying jobs. Do you have any 
advice as to what I should do next concerning my recovery? 
 
In writing this, Ruth is sharing her negative experiences and gaining validation 
through knowing others are reading her blog, thereby bearing witness to her pain. 
Ruth’s writing may also be seeking to support others who are going through similar 
pain around therapy issues by engaging in a blog conversation about her experiences 
before asking for others’ advice. When others reply to her, Ruth has a potential 
healing experience of feeling mirrored, of being further validated, and of having 
others bear witness, which she reports she did not gain in her family or in many 
different therapy relationships. There is not evidence in the blogs, however, of 
bloggers or other ACONs working through trauma events by using blogs, which 
shows a limitation or boundary to the use of blogs for healing. 
Interestingly this problem of finding effective therapists is a common 
discussion topic, as are reports of therapists defending the actions of the PN, for 
example, being described as “eager to defend a fellow parent” and “often jump(ing) 
to the narcissist's defence”. Perhaps the reported issues arising out of not finding 
therapists who understand the subtle intricacies of having been parented by a PN are 
part of the reason ACONs are pursuing their healing in a public online blog. ACONs 
appear to be blogging about their healing experiences to help themselves and others. 
These suppositions are supported by Belinda’s blog when she shares that she has 
been to ten therapists who did not shed light on the ‘narcissistic abuse.’ Belinda, a 
modest blogger, then gives this advice: 
One thing I learnt is that changing your behaviour doesn't help, its 
only therapists who work with the subconscious that can even touch or 
get near the damage a narcissist does to your psyche. Those words and 
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manipulations get stuck and fester over time no matter how much we 
ignore them.  
 
Essentially this information is written from the position of being a supported 
supporter as Belinda previously mentions seeing ten inadequate therapists before 
finding a good one. Belinda is now supported by a therapist and, in this segment of 
her blogging, is giving hope, presenting a solution to finding an adequate therapist 
and explaining why this solution works. A lack of understanding in therapy is 
possibly contributing to ACONs blogging online and forming communities that offer 
the type of support, understanding and guidance that they perceive is lacking in their 
families of origin and in formal therapy sessions. 
Interestingly, analysis of data used in the current study indicated that those 
ACONs who reported themselves to be in current and consistent formal therapy were 
also the ones who were indicated that they are testing out a new identity, have 
worked through their oscillation with their family of origin to a larger degree, are 
being supported supporters, and are offering more advanced advice through the 
sharing of experiential narratives about their own later stages of the healing journey. 
Overall, the aspect of pursuing their healing that seemed to be of most benefit 
to the ACON bloggers sampled in the current study was the ability to share with 
others who have had similar experiences, and through this, to gain comfort and 
guidance. Authors such as Rene indicate that they blog in the “hope that some may 
find bits of hope or recognition” in their story and mention how beneficial they found 
other people’s stories of similar plights to be when pursuing their own healing. 
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ACONs appear to gain support in the form of hope-giving and the lessening of 
isolation through knowing others are going through similar things. This quote from 
Amethyst, a prolific blogger, explains her perception of how these blogs supports 
others in more detail: 
Years later it occurred to me that those stories (her memory blogs) 
might help others, give them insights either into themselves or into 
other people they knew, people who had grown up with brutal, 
abusive parents. Those of us who had parents, ‘especially mothers’ 
like this, suffered not only the pain and indignity of their assaults, but 
from isolation. We didn't know anybody else whose mothers seemed 
to hate them and that made us feel even worse…. These Memories 
became a tool to reach out to others, to tell them "You are not alone, 
you are not at fault, you can be OK." 
  
Other ACONs respond to these blogs with a mixture of simultaneous support-
seeking and support-giving. For example, Georgia, responded to Amethyst’s blogs 
with this excerpt: 
 
"What you write is not a betrayal of anyone else as you have every 
right to record your life and nobody else has a right to expect you not 
to." I need to hear this. I just discovered your blog on Thursday. After 
reading the first few of your 46 (memories); I was so overwhelmed 
with my own so similar memories that it sent my mind into a very 
dark place. Fortunately, I was able to pull myself out as I've been 
participating in a recovery from co-dependence program for the last 
three years. 
 
Georgia supports Amethyst with her validation statement it is “not a betrayal of 
anyone else as you have every right to record your life and nobody else has a right to 
expect you not to”. Additionally she validates Amethyst’s blog as having met 
Georgia’s needs when she writes, “I needed to hear this”. In the same paragraph, 
Georgia gains support in the form of empathy and others bearing witness when she 
‘response blogs’ about the depth of darkness she visited. Georgia also shares with 
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others why she was able to pull herself out of the very dark place, because she is 
gaining further support in a recovery from co-dependence program. This last 
statement is sharing with others what works for her in order to support them, 
effectively being the supported supporter. 
When gaining support, and supporting the supporter, both formal and informal 
therapy experiences are being explored. In autobiographical blogs and responses to 
those blogs by ACONs, gaining support and supporting the supporter are often 
intertwined. For example, Chris, a modest blogger writes:  
 
The turmoil within me have been so strong, that I almost forget what I 
do for a living, and has taken me most of two weeks to still. So I have 
decided to uphold my “no contact” strategy for as long as I need to 
prepare against such violent flashbacks. It is my life! During all the 
days since my dad's stroke I have been: Disciplined myself to bathe 
and eat properly. Remembering to breathe deeply. Working, but 
carefully avoiding stress build up. Exercising (I practise yoga, take 
long walks and play a bit of tennis). Allowing myself to cry and 
mourn the sorrow, pain and tragedy that runs in my family, when the 
pressure gets too high. Reading supportive literature: Alice Miller's 
“the drama of the gifted child” and Pete Walkers “Complex PTSD: 
from surviving to thriving” (another highly recommendable book). 
Writing vivid dreams down - and this story as well. Permitting myself 
to enjoy a glass of wine in the evening. Permitting myself to relax 
before bedtime - most electronics turned off. Using breathing 
techniques if I wake during the night. Lastly I have been able to 
muster anger, willing fantasy monologues loudly blaming my parents 
for the state of FOG they have put me in since my childhood. 
 
Initially Chris is seeking support by sharing how strong the turmoil within him 
is.  He then shares his strategies to deal with difficult symptoms such as flashbacks 
and inner turmoil. As Chris writes, he appears to move from a state of vulnerability 
and instability to one of resolute determination. In sharing his growing determination 
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and strategies, Chris is effectively giving advice to both himself and others in similar 
situations, which demonstrates the movement from gaining support to becoming the 
supported supporter. It would appear that, when pursuing their healing, the blogs 
became an avenue through which ACONs access or gain support in the form of 
validation, mirroring and witnessing, and decreasing isolation. In addition, they also 
provide support to others via being a sounding board, building determination, 
recommending books, sharing their experiences and explaining their routine and life 
management techniques.   
For many individuals, a frequent reason given for posting autobiographical 
blogs and responding to others’ comments was to hear similar experiences, to seek 
out people in similar situations to themselves, and to access help with finding 
effective therapy, both formal and informal. This in turn leads to a type of informal 
online support group experience, where the bloggers and responders become the 
supported supporter through encouraging, advising, warning and supporting each 
other. However, the boundary of blog usage for healing lies somewhere between 
using it for working on identity, development and existential trauma, but not using it 
to work through critical incident trauma. 
 
Summary of results 
Overall, the current study found four themes that emerged from an analysis of 
ACON blogs with a focus on the purpose of blogging. These were (a) revealing their 
adversity (b) venting about their relationships, (c) rethinking their identity and (d) 
pursuing their healing. All of these themes relate to each other and are exhibited by 
both prolific and modest bloggers.   
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 The results indicate that blogging is allowing ACONs to move through a 
process, which changes their outlook from a micro to a macro view, that is, from 
focusing on their relationship with the PN to an understanding that there is a system 
affecting their social interactions and that they are a part of that system. Figure 5.1 
shows how the themes identified in the current analysis, regarding a scaffolded 
process of blog development, contribute to the formation and re-shaping of ACON 
identity. In this process, the blog initially focuses on revealing the adversity through 
the lens of the dyadic relationship of the ACON and the PN. During revealing this 
adversity the ACON is simultaneously expressing their misshapen identity. This 
dyadic focus then morphs into the ACON reassessing their relationship with their PN 
parent. Upon reassessing this relationships and whether to sever contact, other family 
member relationships come under threat of manipulation by the PN, which motivates 
the bloggers to start moving their focus from the micro view of their relationship 
with the PN to a more inclusive view of a system of psychosocial power they exist 
within. This is what begins to reveal family system dynamics.  
Over time, in the blogging process, a more inclusive systemic view of their 
experiences is embraced, supported by validation and feedback of their online peers. 
Through experimentation and interaction with other ACONs, ACONs expand their 
perceptions of the narcissistic system to include an appreciation of how the whole 
family acts together as a unit to allow this adversity to continue. This is particularly 
evidenced in the current analysis when discussions of the theme venting about their 
difficult relationships reveals the movement from focusing on the PN-ACON dyad to 
looking at roles each family member plays, such as Scapegoat, Golden Child or 
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Nabler. By co-constructing and using these role labels in their blogs, ACONs begin 
to develop a new way of making sense of their experiences.  
ACONs are indicating that being part of the narcissistic system also means 
being manipulated into treating others in the system in a particular way according to 
their role, as dictated by the PN. They are thus co-constructing with other bloggers a 
new systematic framework to make sense of their adversity, their difficult 
relationships and their own position within the system. By consolidating and utilising 
this systemic framework, ACONs are exploring components of it in relation to their 
own experiences and families. This essentially allows for exploration of not just the 
dyadic relationship between the author and the PN, but also relationships with and 
between other family members, how they interact with each other and how they are 
manipulated, influenced and inculcated to respond to each role in accordance with 
the PN’s wishes.  
This exploration is then applied to other members of the narcissistic system, 
often extending beyond the family of origin. ACONs are reporting that such a 
systemic view and exploration is challenging their preconceptions of being at fault 
for their adversity and the difficult relationships in their life.  This in turn challenges 
ACONs’ identity by allowing them to view and rethink their previous identity 
through this systemic framework, leading to further exploration of healing. 
Moreover, this exploration shifts their perceptions of blame, impacts their current 
perception of themselves and relationship with others. As a result, ACONs are lead 
to rethink their identity, instigating a process whereby new identities and concepts 
are tested out and adapted away from the system that was holding their misshapen 
identity in place. The assumed anonymity of the on-line experience, gained through 
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the use of pseudonyms, allows for deeper and more personal disclosure, exploration 
and growth, which eventually facilitates the process of healing. 
 
 
 
Figure 5.1 Conceptualisation of ACONs Journey towards Healing. 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion 
 Using a thematic analysis of autobiographical blogs posted by self-identified 
adult children of perceived narcissistic parents, this current study aimed to explore 
what purpose the activity of autobiographical blogging serves for the authors. The 
results exposed that ACONs used online blogs to reveal their adversity, vent about 
their difficult relationships, rethink their identity and pursue their healing. It is 
acknowledged that participants perceive their parents as narcissistic personality 
disordered yet this has not necessarily been measured. This perception may be 
partially influenced by the process of social identity formation and homophily within 
their online community. 
The following discussion will elaborate on the purposes of using online blogs 
and first considers the way blogs are being used by ACONs to move from a position 
of having no voice to a position where they can reveal their experiences and be an 
author of their own narratives online and off line. It then considers how ACONs use 
blogs as narrative sandboxes (Kotliar, 2015) to co-construct and experiment with 
various identities. This will be followed by discussion of how ACONs use blogs for 
their personal healing and development purposes. Finally, practical and clinical 
implications of the current findings will be highlighted, as will directions for future 
research. 
From voicelessness to authoring 
The current analysis of ACONs autobiographical blogs has revealed that they 
predominantly experience voicelessness, few to no allies and psychological pain, and 
that they are consequently are using blogs as remedy. This voicelessness is 
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reportedly caused by the PN undermining and sabotaging the ACON’s relationships 
with friends and any possible allies. including relationships with extended family 
members. ACONs report many different manipulations used by the PN on all of 
those the ACON is in relationship with, such as overt lying and defamation of 
character. These actions are described as causing frequent adversity, leaving the 
ACONs with few to no friends, family or allies with which to safely voice what is 
occurring for them. This results in voicelessness and isolation. 
 ACONs are predominantly reporting growing up in and being a part of a 
social system which not only doesn’t support them, but is used against them. 
Consequently, they are finding alternatives outside of that social system where they 
can effectively voice their experiences unhindered by the PN or those effected by the 
PN’s manipulation. One alternative space they use is the platform of personal blogs, 
where they can use autobiographical narratives to reveal their adversity and to vent 
about their difficult relationships. These blogs attract a community of others with 
similar experiences. 
Within a virtual blogging experience, an internal process and a group process 
exist. Unlike a diary, blogging is written with the presumption of an audience. Even 
if this audience does not respond, the blogger still has an internal reference of an 
imagined audience, which assumes that others are bearing witness to their 
experiences constructed through autobiographical narratives. Within the mind of the 
blogger, bearing witness is occurring in a public manner even when there are no 
responses allowed on the blog site. If, however, the blog space has room for others to 
respond, then bearing witness is taken to the next level through the incorporation of 
feedback. Others bear witness to the author by adding multiple perspectives and 
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sharing their own similar experiences. Once this feedback is responded to by the 
blogger, they have ventured into the process of conversation and co-construction of 
ideas in a way that is limited compared to chatrooms, yet still produces community 
perceptions and a certain remix of ideas.  
Experimentations in a virtual narrative sandbox 
The results of this current study offer a unique insight into the ways in which 
ACONs are meeting their needs through blogs. In particular, the findings suggest that 
these autobiographical blogs are being used as a virtual narrative sandbox (Kotliar, 
2015), which is a protected space with boundaries in which bloggers can experiment 
with different parts of their narratives and concepts around these narratives, test out 
different identities, and explore their experiences of healing without it affecting their 
non-virtual lives and, in the case of ACONs, without it being affected by the 
narcissistic system. The boundaries of the sandbox ensure the ACON is in control of 
whether and when the activities within the sandbox cross over into their non-virtual 
lives. The boundaries of the sandbox allow them a space which is free from 
interference of those in their lives who are corrupted by the narcissistic system they 
are raised in. Simultaneously, by using blogs as a narrative sandbox, they are 
minimising fear of upsetting or burdening friends who have not had similar 
experiences and reducing their own isolation in a way that appears separate to and 
safer than their non-virtual daily lives (Chen, 2012; Valerio & Lepper, 2010). 
Traditionally in times of crisis or extreme discomfort, there is a dimension of 
psychological developmental whereby life events disrupt the initial way of 
functioning, and thus disrupts the client’s way of thinking and internalising 
experiences. The realisation that previous paradigms don’t work as well as other 
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unknown paradigms could, creates chaos. It is this chaos that is brought to the blogs 
serving as narrative sandboxes. The process that occurs is a transitional phase where 
the ACONs play with all the pieces, go into denial, vent, explore and gain feedback. 
This developmental process aids their growth and forms and consolidates that which 
is brought into the sandbox for safe processing, initially kept separate from their non-
virtual lives.  
For ACONs who use blogs to ease voicelessness and isolation, this narrative 
sandbox is being used as a platform, which potentially becomes a process through 
which their identity is reshaped. The new identity is tested within the narrative 
sandbox. In some cases, once the new identity is consolidated, it is taken into the 
non-virtual world and applied there. Analysis suggests that the narrative sandbox is 
then returned to, to report results and gain support in a different way than when 
initial blogging began. This is an iterative process involving movement towards 
consolidation of their experiences and healing of their sense of self, simultaneously 
aiding and challenging their re-organisation of the toxic relationships in their lives 
controlled by the narcissistic system. 
Bearing witness, validation, affirmation and mirroring 
Bearing witness, validation and mirroring are important mechanisms by which 
this new individual identity becomes co-constructed in the narrative sandbox. 
Mirroring refers to the reflection from others to one’s self about one’s self. 
Furthermore mirroring encompasses the way a primary caregiver co-constructs the 
child’s sense of self through acceptance versus rejection, or support for individuation 
versus enmeshment and projection. (Zinkin, 1983). In child development, Winnicott 
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theorises that a baby gains self-knowledge through the carer’s facial responses to the 
baby. He refers to this process as mirroring (Greenberg & Mitchelle, 1983). Research 
on those with narcissistic personality disorder by Southard (2010) indicates that they 
have a delusional worldview and are exploitative and entitled. Furthermore, they 
exhibit a tendency as a parent to split their self into all good and all bad, and to 
project their good self onto one child and bad self onto another child (Fernando, 
2000; Shaw, 2010). All of this indicates that narcissistic parents most likely do not 
accurately mirror to ACONs. In the current study ACONs consistently report the 
characteristics of narcissism that absorbs others’ sense of self into one’s own, is 
threatened by individuation and independence and seeks power through denigration. 
These characteristics are indicated in the way ACONs vent about their difficult 
relationships. Moreover, the narcissistic system consistently supports events where 
one child is favoured and the other is discriminated against, indicating a disturbance 
of the healthy mirroring process from the PN to ACONs. ACONs are reporting 
receiving positive and healthy mirroring from their community of ACON readers 
when blogging. 
Theoretically, in therapy, the therapist constantly reflects to the client his/her 
perceptions of the client’s physical and emotional state and validates and affirms the 
client, modelling in a way which is similar to a carer responding to a baby, in order 
to aid their development and emotional regulation. In therapy, however, validation 
and affirmation can be regarded by the client as subjective or biased (Zinkin, 1983). 
The advantage of group sharing and ACON blogging, is that when the group affirms 
or validates, several views are introduced and are varied rather than being able to be 
perceived as biased or objective (Zinkin, 1983). Being able to gain validation and 
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affirmation from the responses left on one’s online blog posts is thus believed to 
serve an important validation function for ACONs. 
A therapeutic aspect akin to validation and affirmation is that of empathic 
witnessing, also referred to as bearing witness. Berman highlights that empathic 
witnessing “is the basic intersubjective participation, the alternative of being left 
alone in pain and the reduction of differences to the human compassionate sameness” 
(Berman, 2014 p. 249). ACONs, in their autobiographical blogs, discuss the benefits 
of having another person hear and understand their pain and having them connect 
and affirm by sharing similar experiences. Many responses to the autobiographical 
blogs reflect that the blogger is an innocent person subjected to the PN’s wrong 
doings, which reflects Berman’s definition of empathic witnessing. Empathic 
witnessing enhances safety, groupness, togetherness and at times a profound non-
verbal communication of recognition, strengthening both group social identity and  
individual identity (Barwick, 2004; Berman, 2014; Bunkers, 2014; Charivino, 
Apperly & Humphreys, 2012). In the case of ACONs’ blogs, empathic witnessing 
does not only refer to validating and empathetic blog responses, but is believed to be 
equally powerful in situations where the stories are ‘told’ to the empathetic imagined 
audience who bears witness. The effects of receiving mirroring, validation, 
affirmation and bearing witness, which ACONs are experiencing in autobiographical 
blogging, contributes to a more complete development of a sense of self.  
Marking the boundaries of a new identity  
Use of language which is indigenous to the ACON community and experiences 
is also used to enhance social identity development within this group. As part of the 
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process of coming to understand the concept of a narcissistic system, discussed 
above, this indigenous language is incorporated and utilised to facilitate psycho-
education within the ACON community, from which identity transformation, 
consolidation and healing can be launched. This language, formed through a process 
of untextualisation (Markham, 2006), involves words being used over and over again 
within the ACON community, such as gaslighting, scapegoat and smear 
campaigning. Over time, these words, which once may have been defined and 
applied more generally, are transformed into a vocabulary with its own set of 
definitions and meanings specific to that community. These untextualised, 
indigenous semantics are then used by the group to construct a shared, systemic 
understanding of the narcissistic family, which may strengthen group and social 
identity formation and in turn influence individual identity formation. The 
indigenous semantics add to ‘groupness’ by providing a language for ACONs to use 
that aids their understanding of one another in ways that outsiders do not 
immediately comprehend. These untextualised indigenous words, acronyms and 
phrases become part of the group’s identity, (Leppanen et al, 2014) serving to further 
ensure that those within the group are insiders, and those who do not know these 
indigenous semantics are somewhat excluded, resulting in a stronger ‘groupness’. 
Through this ‘groupness’, ACONs have built and continue to build community, 
providing individual ACONs with an opportunity for belongingness that is more 
positive, and more nurturing, than their experience of groupness within the 
narcissistic system. This alternative experience aids adjustment of their identity 
within the narrative sandbox. 
 As a group, the identity of an ACON is distinct and exhibits a demarcation of 
identity boundaries in relation to other, potentially overlapping identities. A notable 
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feature about ACONs’ blogs is the absence of reference to appropriate alternative 
identities, such as adult children whose parents are perceived to have a personality 
disorder, adult children of alcoholics, or victims of domestic violence or family 
violence. Despite frequent mention of excessive alcohol abuse, and physical, 
emotional and sexual abuse and neglect of the ACON by the narcissistic parent, these 
ACON bloggers and those ACONs responding to the blogs do not indicate any 
identification with being a victim of domestic or family violence or an adult child of 
an alcoholic parent in their blogs, but do tend to overtly proclaim their identity as an 
ACON. Only one ACON mentions the words ‘domestic violence’, in reference to a 
violent boyfriend, but not in reference to violence from her PN, though this type of 
behaviour is contained in her report of her PN parent’s behaviour. Furthermore, there 
is no evidence in the blogs or blog responses of anyone identifying their parents as 
having a personality disorder other than NPD, nor are personality disorders in 
general discussed. Although there are consistent reports of some PNs excessively 
using alcohol, there are no references to any ACONs self-identifying as adult 
children of alcoholics, despite there being much research and help available in this 
area.  
Speculation about why ACONs are limiting their social and individual 
identities in this way brings to attention the possibility that taking on ‘domestic 
violence’, ‘family violence’, ‘adult children of alcoholics’ or ‘adult children of 
parents with a personality disorder’ as part of their identities may dilute what 
ACONs are achieving by constructing their identities as solely ACON. Splitting of 
their identities may detract from the development of a systemic understanding of 
their experiences, pulling them back into a dyadic relationship focus. It appears that 
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rather than drawing upon several overlapping identities - such as adult children of 
alcoholics, adult children of domestic violence, ‘family violence’ and adult children 
of parents with personality disorders - to give their experiences grater complexity, 
ACONs are instead relying on the unique narcissistic system framework and 
language to consolidate their experiences and identities both socially and 
individually.  
Online autobiographical blogs as facilitating healing and personal development 
All of this adjustment by ACONs towards systemic perceptions of experience, 
and rethinking of their adversity, relationships, identity and healing, hints at a unique 
process of development in several ways. First, the movement from thinking about 
their experiences from a dyadic to a systemic perspective is a process that shows 
development in the ACONs’ ability to move from a micro to a macro understanding.  
Second, within the theme rethinking their identity there are clear sub-themes, 
which indicate stages of development whereby the ACON first assesses the situation 
in the subtheme expressing their misshapen identity, then tries to organise growth 
and development by repositioning themselves, then finally undertakes a process of 
sorting what to consolidate and what to discard, evidenced through testing their new 
identity. 
Third, within the theme pursuing their healing a developmental process is seen 
in the data that is similar to the one outlined in rethinking their identity. In pursuing 
their healing, bloggers are first giving voice to their symptomatic experiences such as 
CPTSD, high anxiety, sleeplessness and suicidal ideations as well as assessing the 
damage and impact of these symptoms on their lives. In the next subtheme within 
pursuing their healing they are gaining support, through the use of validation 
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mirroring and social connection. A final developmental move is evidenced when 
ACONs are being the supported supporter, sharing both their experiences of what 
worked and what failed to aid their healing as well as providing encouragement, 
empathy, advice and warnings to other ACONs. This gives social support, 
connection and social identity development, which in turn aids individual identity 
development. 
These developmental phases are not always evidenced in a progressive and 
linear manner, at times occurring simultaneously in a single blog. This may be 
because the blogger has a break from blogging, develops, then returns to blogging 
after traversing more than one sequential stage of development. This means that, 
although blogs are a place to express one’s development and try things out, the actual 
development is likely to occur in one’s non-virtual life between the times spent 
blogging or in the narrative sandbox. 
Overall, most bloggers in the initial stages of arriving in the narrative sandbox 
have a more tentative voice and a dyadic focus, while others further along in their 
development of healing are exhibiting a voice which shows a stronger individual 
identity and greater understanding of the system and processes which caused their 
symptoms. Empirical findings from past studies have suggested that those using chat 
rooms about depression use the chat room as a narrative sandbox, but are not 
reported to leave that narrative sandbox (Kotliar, 2015) or use it for developmental 
purposes. Alternatively, ACONs who are using the blogs as a sandbox and are 
reporting attending formal therapy sessions over time are exhibiting signs of leaving 
the narrative sandbox, integrating their new identities and developmental growth into 
their non-virtual existence, and returning to the narrative sandbox with a different 
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relationship to it. This developmental growth is hinted at through use of a voice 
which is less tentative and exhibits a presentation which indicates movement from ‘I 
am a victim, these things happened to me and I don’t know what to do with that’ to, 
‘I have a voice and a place and I am now the author of my own journey, rather than a 
victim of others’. Some ACONs are exhibiting a tentative voice and are not reporting 
leaving the sandbox. Those ACONs not reporting leaving the narrative sandbox to 
test their identity are also not reporting attending formal therapy. Those attending 
formal therapy are reporting using it to work through critical incident trauma. They 
are reporting working through their existential trauma in both the blogs and in 
therapy. 
Strengths, limitations and future research 
The findings of this study can enhance our understanding of the suffering 
ACONs are experiencing and why they are needing to use online autobiographical 
blogs to facilitate healing instead of using more traditional means of talking to 
friends, family and therapists. The findings of this current study suggest that blogs 
and blog responses are an excellent way for clients who are ACONS to enhance their 
conventional therapy experiences. Blogging and blog responses are used effectively 
by those not in formal therapy to negotiate the earlier stages of psycho-education, 
groupness and understanding of the narcissistic system, and can instigate and 
consolidate some initial healing and identity exploration.  
Furthermore, the analysis of ACONs’ blogs indicates that blogging offers them 
an opportunity to reframe their experiences and co-construct with other bloggers a 
new systemic framework. This engagement aids understanding, discussion and, in 
most cases, the process of rethinking their adversity, their difficult relationships, their 
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misshapen identities and their healing. This systemic framework is a useful 
perspective on the ACONs’ experiences which, if further developed, could be used 
as a guide by those in the health professions who are working with ACONs. If future 
research were conducted to develop this narcissistic systemic framework further it 
could be 1) used for teaching therapists and other health professionals about ACON 
experiences and how to effectively work with them, 2) used by therapists and other 
health professionals to educate about the ACON experience, and 3) used for further 
research into why ACONs do not use a shared identity with ‘domestic violence’, 
‘family violence’ or ‘adult children whose parents are/were alcoholics’, or even a 
shared identity with ‘adult children of parents with a personality disorder’. There is a 
vast amount of research (Carpenito, 1996; Roberts, 2007) available on ‘domestic 
violence’, ‘family violence’ and ‘adult children of alcoholics’ compared to research 
available on ACONs. There are many frameworks already developed for discussing 
and understanding the physical elements and cycles for those who identify as 
belonging to ‘domestic violence’, ‘family violence’ and ‘adult children of 
alcoholics’. However, despite the existence of these well developed frameworks, 
none appear to cover the intricacies and systemic approach discussed by ACONs 
regarding their experiences. The focus of ACONs in the current study was 
predominantly on the emotional and psychological abuse perpetrated by the 
narcissistic system, and  on the lack of ability to predict when they will be targeted, 
why, or by whom. 
The current study has identified important benefits of blogging for ACONs. 
There are also, however, significant dangers that need to be considered. Although 
being online, using a narrative sandbox and a pseudonym does give presumed 
 96 
 Chapter 5: Discussion 
anonymity and safety, it does not stop psychological boundary violations. Counter 
measures have been created by some bloggers, such as Narcissist’s Child 
(narcissistschildblogspot.com), including a web page to warn of predatory ACON 
support sites offered online by narcissistic individuals. Furthermore, there are sites 
that are not moderated and may also attract narcissistic predatory behaviour, which 
are listed on other sites with warnings.  
Two issues worthy of consideration that were not mentioned in the data used 
by the current study are, first, the long-term effects of having put something online in 
a public forum and not being able to remove it later. The second issue not mentioned 
by bloggers in the current study is the possibility that someone from their family or 
narcissistic system may read their blog and recognise its author via events, dates or 
places mentioned. Accordingly and of note, no ACON blogs included in the current 
analysis mentioned any fear or experience of ramifications from being discovered by 
their narcissistic system via their very public, albeit anonymous disclosures.  
The current study was an exploratory study, which meant casting a wide net in 
terms of the range of blog responses, some of which are longitudinal and extensive 
and others of which are immediate and limited. Future research and further 
development of the systemic perspective of the ACON experience could contribute 
greatly towards deeper understanding of ACON experiences and enhancement of a 
framework for those in the health professions and ACON community to utilise. 
While this research has been exploratory, future research could target specific ACON 
populations according to parameters of gender, role within family and type of 
narcissist to ensure the framework developed incorporated variations and diverse 
perspectives of the ACON experience. Furthermore, to investigate deeper the roles 
and systemic framework used by ACONs in their blogs, a more personal data 
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extraction method such as interviews with follow-up or focus groups could be used 
to facilitate greater depth and clarification.  
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the current study sought to contribute to extant literature on 
both the ACON experience, and the use of blogging for personal development. It is 
hoped that the study may provide a platform for further investigation of 
developmental and wellbeing amongst those in the population who perceive 
themselves to have been parented by someone with narcissistic traits, as the current 
study reveal this group to be hungry for deeper understanding of their childhood 
experiences and their consequences. The study could also inform future research in 
the field of social media use for individual and social identity development more 
broadly, with the current findings providing evidence that blogging, in particular, has 
become a key avenue for connection and identity exploration, potentially accessible 
to a variety of offline and online communities. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A – Glossary for ACON’s untextualised words 
The definitions for these untextualised words indigenous to the ACON 
community  are based on excerpts from the blogs used for analysis in 
this study. 
ACON  Adult Child of Narcissist  
Bait text/message Any communication from the narcissist that is designed to engage 
the person who receives it and elicit information from them. Often, the text/message 
contains words or phrases that have worked as triggers for that person before, e.g., "I 
haven't heard from you for a while, is everything OK?", "I guess I'll just have to find 
out from such and such how you are doing now, as you don't seem to want to talk to 
me anymore," "what have I done that's so wrong that you won't talk to me?". Bait 
texts/messages are commonly phrased in either an innocent way so the receiver 
doesn't realise they're been drawn back in and replies without thinking (e.g., "Hi how 
are you? We're all well."); or in such a way that either makes the receiver feel angry 
or guilty, and puts them into a position of feeling like they need to reply to defend 
themselves. Sometimes they will be vague, and imply some kind of crisis or 
emergency has happened, e.g., "I know you don't want to talk to me, but can you 
please call. It's time you know what's happened to Nanna." However they're phrased, 
narcissists use bait texts/messages to draw people back into their world in order to 
create the drama they crave (narcissistic supply).  
 
CN  Covert Narcissist  
 
DoNM Daughter of Narcissistic Mother 
 108 
 
EF enabling Father 
 
Enablers – also Nablers (short for narcissists enablers) The one who plays the role 
of supporting the narcissist by either doing what they want, retelling and supporting 
their lies and behaviour or remaining passive when they need to stand up and stop the 
N behaviour. This is usually the spouse of the perceived narcissist or where the 
spouse is absent it may be another family member.  A quote from a blogger in the 
data “Enablers are Abusers TooNote to Nablers (Narcissist Enablers ~ Quit whining 
that I'm "blaming you for what the abuser did." No, I'm not. I'm blaming you for 
what YOU did, and her for what SHE did. What he did is not your fault, but what 
YOU did, IS. When an abuser mistreats someone and you defend the abuser or make 
excuses for the abuser, I'm blaming you for defending the indefensible and excusing 
the inexcusable. I'm not blaming you for the abusers actions.” 
 
Engulfing NM a Narcissistic Mother who has no boundaries with her victim and 
views the victim as merely an extension of herself – usually the Golden Child is 
engulfed. 
 
Fauxpology a false apology; an apology delivered in such a way that it incorporates 
a dig like saying to an obviously distraught person "I'm sorry that you got upset by 
what I said," which blames the victim for being upset rather than taking 
responsibility for the upsetting words that were uttered. 
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Fleas narcissistic-like behaviour traits displayed by a non-narcissist, generally 
learned behaviours from having been raised by a narcissist and not knowing what is 
normal for the situation. 
 
Flying monkeys people who do the Narcissist’s bidding, whether to inflict additional 
torment or to simply spy on the victim or spread gossip. The flying monkey does 
contribute to abuse and actively behaves accordingly on the behalf of the narcissists 
wishes. A flying monkey is anyone in or outside of the family who behaves this way 
either because they are manipulated or tricked or under the spell of trying to please 
the narcissist. Examples of Flying monkeys are friends of the narcissist, extended 
family (grandparents, uncles, cousins etc and grandchildren) and boyfirends, 
partners, girlfriends of  the narcissist etc. Flying monkeys are repeatedly reported to 
lie in court on the narcissists behalf. 
 
FOO family of origin, usually the nuclear family in which the victim was raised, but 
may include cousins, grandparents, aunts, uncles, etc if they lived under the same 
roof for extend periods of time while the ACON was growing up. 
 
Gaslighting “...a form of psychological abuse in which false information is 
presented with the intent of making a victim doubt his or her own memory and 
perception. It may simply be the denial by an abuser that previous abusive incidents 
ever occurred, or it could be the staging of bizarre events by the abuser with the 
intention of disorienting the victim.” This is designed to destabilise the victim to 
make them dependent on the narcissist and more easily controlled. 
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 GC golden child, the child(ren) in the family who can do no wrong, the favoured 
child(ren) in the  FOO. For example a quote from the data from Rene “She 
favouritises. Narcissistic mothers commonly choose one (sometimes more) child to 
be the golden child and one (sometimes more) to be the scapegoat. The narcissist 
identifies with the golden child and provides privileges to him or her as long as the 
golden child does just as she wants. The golden child has to be cared for assiduously 
by everyone in the family. The scapegoat has no needs and instead gets to do the 
caring. The golden child can do nothing wrong. The scapegoat is always at fault. 
This creates divisions between the children, one of whom has a large investment in 
the mother being wise and wonderful, and the other(s) who hate her. That division 
will be fostered by the narcissist with lies and with blatantly unfair and favouritising 
behavior. The golden child will defend the mother and indirectly perpetuate the 
abuse by finding reasons to blame the scapegoat for the mother's actions. The golden 
child may also directly take on the narcissistic mother's tasks by physically abusing 
the scapegoat so the narcissistic mother doesn't have to do that herself.”  
 
 
Grey Rock presenting yourself to your Ns as being terribly boring and having 
nothing interesting about you so as to make yourself as uninteresting to them as 
possible. When employing Grey Rock, you say nothing about your life and when 
asked, give short, nondescript, uninteresting replies. When having to see an N face-
to-face, wearing dull, non-descript colours and no clothing that would draw their 
interest or remark (no designer bags, nice jewellery, silk scarves, etc). When you 
become as dull as a gray rock, you become part of the landscape and no longer attract 
the interest of the Ns.  
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Hoovering the N’s attempt to bring an “escaped” victim back into the fold in order 
to resume the Nsupply. Previously ignoring NMs might suddenly become 
inexplicably attentive, previously engulfing NMs may offer unexpected apologies for 
vague previous transgressions, whatever it takes to get the victim back into the fold 
and resume Nsupply. See also love bombing. 
 
Ignoring NM an NM who largely ignores (even neglects) the victim until or unless 
the NM is pushed into providing proper attention by an outside source or need of 
some kind 
 
LC low contact in which the victim reduces contact with the Narcissist to a bare 
minimum and which s/he controls. This usually effects other family members who 
may be flying monkeys and also need to be part of the low contact. 
 
Love Bombing – the narcissist uses this technique of ravishing the targeted person 
and professing great love and giving extravagant gifts and acts to prove such love 
over a short period of time to pull that person back under their control because they 
want more of this behaviour and think they are in love and loved so much. 
 
Malignant Narcissism a degree of narcissism in which the N feels it is acceptable to 
proactively victimize another, up to and including physical violence 
 
MNM malignant narcissistic mother 
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Nabler – see enabler 
 
NB or NBro narcissistic brother 
 
NC no contact in which the victim cuts off all forms of contact with the Nfamily 
members and which s/he controls 
 
NexH narcissistic ex-husband 
 
NF narcissistic father 
 
NH narcissistic husband 
 
NM narcissistic mother 
 
Normie  a normal person; someone who was not raised in a narcissistic household  
 
NPD Narcissistic Personality Disorder 
 
Nrage the outpouring of rage from an N when thwarted in his/her expectations 
 
NS or NSis narcissistic sister 
 
NSupply or NFeed the ego gratification the N receives, usually as a result of 
exploiting others 
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Narcissistic System – A group of people who are under the control of the narcissists 
manipulation and operate in a way that allows the narcissist to continue with their 
narcissistic behaviour and not lose family or control of other people in the system. 
The system usually includes the nuclear family of origin, then the relatives, and 
friends of the family and sometimes others such as bosses or coworkers. In the 
narcissistic system there is usually a narcissist, a scapegoat, an enabler and many 
others who support these essential components of this group and keep the 
dysfunctional ways of relating in place. This system is usually intergenerational. 
 
Projection the act of attributing to another one's own feelings, beliefs, attitudes, 
prejudices, motives, expectations and/or reactions in other words blaming others for 
your stuff which you feel or did and don’t want to own. For example if John feels 
anxious, he may say to the other person in the room, why are you so anxious, you 
need to calm down. This results in that person saying im not anxious to which John 
replies look you are arguing with me you are anxious and oversensitive. I just asked 
why and now you are attacking me…. John effectively disowned his own anxiety 
and oversensitivity by projecting it onto the other person in the room. Blame is 
usually projected by a narcissist onto others. 
 
 Scapegoat the blamed child/individual who can do no right.  
Rene data “She favoritizes. Narcissistic mothers commonly choose one (sometimes 
more) child to be the golden child and one (sometimes more) to be the scapegoat. 
The narcissist identifies with the golden child and provides privileges to him or her 
as long as the golden child does just as she wants. The golden child has to be cared 
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for assiduously by everyone in the family. The scapegoat has no needs and instead 
gets to do the caring. The golden child can do nothing wrong. The scapegoat is 
always at fault. This creates divisions between the children, one of whom has a large 
investment in the mother being wise and wonderful, and the other(s) who hate her. 
That division will be fostered by the narcissist with lies and with blatantly unfair and 
favoritizing behavior. The golden child will defend the mother and indirectly 
perpetuate the abuse by finding reasons to blame the scapegoat for the mother's 
actions. The golden child may also directly take on the narcissistic mother's tasks by 
physically abusing the scapegoat so the narcissistic mother doesn't have to do that 
herself. “ 
 
Smear Campaigning – the act of deliberately spreading lies about a person which 
will undermine their reputation and their ability to be believed when they speak the 
truth about the narcissists behaviours. For example the narcissist telling others the 
targeted person is mentally ill and has been in hospital and diagnosed with psychosis 
and cant be trusted because they keep having psychotic episodes where they attack 
the narcissist. The narcissist garners sympathy from others for them and distrust by 
others towards the targeted person. 
 
stbx  soon-to-be-ex. 
 
Triangulation indirect communication; one person acts as messenger between two 
others, often times altering or fabricating the message to suit the tale bearer's 
objective. Mother tells the child, for example, "your father is upset with you because 
you didn't take out the trash," when, in fact, the father hasn't even noticed. Mother 
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may then tell father "apparently Johnny thinks it is your job to take out the trash, not 
his..." thereby creating conflict between father and son which father and son will not 
directly discuss because mother will intervene with comments like, “I’ll talk to him 
for you, you know how upset he gets.” Thus making the relationship between father 
and son always through the mother and not direct. 
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Appendix B – Participant Email 
 
Participate in a research study looking into experiences of ACONs and ESNs which have been 
published on the world wide web. 
 
 Dear colleagues 
 
My name is Tania Cusack from and I am a Masters of Research Student at QUT in the School of 
Psychology and Counselling. I am currently collecting data on Adult Children of Narcissists (ACONs) 
and ESNs (Ex and current spouses of narcissists) experiences, which have been published on the 
internet under public access. 
 
I am looking for permission from websites which have auto biographical vignettes (Short stories) and 
memories written by ACONS and ESNs to use their already published stories for analysis. I am writing 
to ask you if you are willing to give me copy right permission to use the stories on your website to 
analyse them and to use some of the non identifiable information as the data for my masters thesis. 
Any potentially identified information such as names of places and people, plus website names and 
pseudonyms will be removed. 
 
Please view the attached Participant Information Sheet and Consent Copyright Form (Below) for 
further details on the study. Please ensure you scroll right to the end for the copyright agreement. 
 
Should you wish to participate or have any questions, please contact me via email.  
 
Many thanks for your consideration of this request. 
Kindest Regards 
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Tania Cusack 
Masters of Research Student 
Phone:  
Email:  
Supervisor 
Areana Eivers 
Phone: 07 31384728 
Email: a.eivers@qut.edu.au 
Faculty of Psychology and Counselling 
Queensland University of Technology 
Faculty of Health, School of Psychology and Counselling. 
Queensland University of Technology 
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